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What Is Global History? 





CHAPTER 1 


Introduction 





“All historians are world historians now,” C. A. Bayly has declared, 
somewhat provocatively—only to add, “though many have not yet 
realized it.”1 Indeed, there can be no doubt that global/world 
history is currently booming. In the United States, and in the other 
parts of the Anglophone world, it has for several decades been the 
fastest-growing field within the discipline. This trend has also 
caught on in parts of Europe and East Asia, where global history is 
on the rise and finding increasing favor with a younger generation 
of historians. Journals and conventions are appearing everywhere, 
and in many settings “global dimensions” have become an almost 
obligatory feature of successful project proposals. But does this rise 
in popularity really mean that every historian is a global historian? 
Just what is it about global history that has made it so popular? And 
why is this happening now? 

There are many reasons for this boom. Most significant has been 
the increased interest in global processes that followed first the end 
of the Cold War and then the events of September 11, 2001. Given 
the widespread fashion for seeing “globalization” as the key to 
understanding the present, the need to go back in time and explore 
the historical origins of this process seems self-evident. In many 
places, in particular in immigrant societies, global history is also a 
response to social challenges and to the demand for a more 
inclusive, less narrowly national perspective on the past. The shift in 
curriculum from Western Civ to global history in the United States is 
a typical result of such social pressures. Within the academy, trends 
of this nature are mirrored by changes in the social, cultural, and 


ethnic makeup of the profession. And, in turn, transformations in 
the sociologies of knowledge have reinforced dissatisfaction with the 
long-standing and pervasive tendency to conceive of national 
histories as the history of discrete, self-contained spaces. 

The communication revolution that began in the 1990s also has 
had an important impact on our interpretations of the past. 
Historians—and their readers—travel and experience more of the 
world than ever before. This increased mobility, further enhanced 
by the Internet, has facilitated networking and made it possible for 
historians to participate in global forums—though, admittedly, 
voices from formerly colonized countries are often barely 
discernible. As a result, historians today are dealing with a large 
number of competing narratives, and they see the potential for new 
insights precisely in this diversity of voices. Finally, the network 
logic that computer technology encourages has affected the thinking 
of historians, who increasingly employ a language of networks and 
nodal points to replace older territorial logics. Writing history in the 
twenty-first century is not what it used to be. 


Why global history? Beyond Internalism and 
Furocentrism 


Global history was born out of a conviction that the tools historians 
had been using to analyze the past were no longer sufficient. 
Globalization has posed a fundamental challenge to the social 
sciences and to the dominant narratives of social change. 
Entanglements and networks characterize the present moment, 
which has itself emerged from systems of interaction and exchange. 
But in many respects, the social sciences are no longer adequately 
able to pose the right questions and generate answers that help to 
explain the realities of a networked and globalized world. 

In particular, two “birth defects” of the modern social sciences 
and humanities hinder our ability to achieve a systematic grasp of 
processes that span the world. Both can be traced to the formation 
of the modern academic disciplines in nineteenth-century Europe. 
First, the genesis of the social sciences and humanities was tied to 
the nation-state. In their themes and questions, and even in their 
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societal function, fields like history, sociology, and philology 
remained tied to a country’s own society. Beyond that, the 
“methodological nationalism” of the academic disciplines meant 
that, theoretically, the nation-state was presupposed as the 
fundamental unit of investigation, a territorial entity that served as 
a “container” for a society. The commitment to territorially bounded 
containers was more pronounced in the field of history than in some 
of its neighboring disciplines. Knowledge of the world was thereby 
discursively and institutionally prestructured in such a way as to 
obscure the role of exchange relationships. History, in most 
quarters, was limited to national history.° 

Second, the modern academic disciplines were deeply 
Eurocentric. They placed European developments in the foreground 
and saw Europe as the central driving force of world history. Even 
more fundamentally, the conceptual toolbox of the social sciences 
and humanities abstracted European history to create a model of 
universal development. Ostensibly analytical terms like “nation,” 
“revolution,” “society,” and “progress” transformed concrete 
European experience into a (universalistic) language of theory that 
presumably applied everywhere. Methodologically speaking, then, 
by imposing categories particular to Europe on everybody else’s 
past, the modern disciplines rendered all other societies colonies of 
Europe.‘ 

Global history is one attempt to face the challenges posed by 
these observations, and to overcome the two unfortunate birthmarks 
of the modern disciplines. It is thus a revisionist approach—even if 
it builds on a whole series of forerunners, for issues such as 
migration, colonialism, and trade have long been of concern to 
historians. An interest in examining cross-border phenomena may 
not in itself be new, but now it stakes a new claim. It means to 
change the terrain on which historians think. Global history, 
therefore, has a polemical dimension. It constitutes an assault on 
many forms of container-based paradigms, chief among them 
national history. As we will discuss in more detail in chapter 4, it is 
a corrective to internalist, or genealogical, versions of historical 
thinking that try to explain historical change from within. 
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At the same time, and beyond issues of method, global history 
aims to effect a change in the organization and institutional order of 
knowledge. In many countries, what is called “history” was long 
equated in practice with each country’s own national history: most 
Italian historians worked on Italy, most of their Korean colleagues 
studied Korea—virtually everywhere, generations of students were 
introduced to history through handbooks narrating the national 
past. Against this background, the call for global history comes as a 
call for inclusiveness, for a broader vision. Other pasts were history, 
too. 

And even where history faculties are well staffed and prepared 
for broader coverage, courses tend to present the histories of nations 
and civilizations as monads, in isolation. Chinese textbooks on 
world history, for example, categorically exclude China—for the 
national past is taught in a different department. The 
compartmentalization of historical reality—into national and world 
history, into history and area studies—means that parallels and 
entanglements cannot come into focus. The case for global history is 
thus also a plea to overcome such fragmentation, and to arrive at a 
more comprehensive understanding of the interactions and 
connections that have made the modern world. 

Global history is certainly not the only game in town, nor is it 
fundamentally superior as an approach. It is one approach among 
many, and it is better suited to addressing some questions and issues 
and less appropriate for addressing others. Its core concerns are with 
mobility and exchange, with processes that transcend borders and 
boundaries. It takes the interconnected world as its point of 
departure, and the circulation and exchange of things, people, ideas, 
and institutions are among its key subjects. 

A preliminary and rather broad definition of global history might 
describe it as a form of historical analysis in which phenomena, 
events, and processes are placed in global contexts. There is 
disagreement, however, on how that result is best achieved. 
Numerous other approaches—ranging from comparative and 
transnational history to world and big history, to postcolonial 
studies and the history of globalization—currently compete for 
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scholarly attention. Just like global history, they endeavour to come 
to terms with the connectivities of the past. 

Each of these different paradigms comes with an emphasis of its 
own, and we will take up some of the most prominent variants in 
chapter 3. However, one should not exaggerate the distinctions 
between them; there are also many commonalities and areas of 
overlap. In fact, it has proven difficult to define rigidly what makes 
global history specific and unique. And if we look at the actual 
usage of the term, the task does not get easier. Any superficial 
glance through the current literature immediately reveals that the 
term is used, and hijacked, for a variety of different purposes; 
frequently, it is employed interchangeably with other terms. Its 
widespread use betrays both the attractiveness and the elusiveness 
of the concept, rather than its methodological specificity.° 


Three varieties of global history 


In this situation of eclecticism and theoretical confusion, it may 
nevertheless be helpful to heuristically distinguish different 
reactions to the challenge of the “global.” Glossing over some of the 
specifics, they may be said to fall into one of three camps: global 
history as the history of everything; as the history of connections; 
and as history based on the concept of integration. As will become 
clear in subsequent chapters, it is the third approach that holds the 
greatest promise for global historians who aim to move beyond 
token gestures towards connectivity. Let’s take up the three varieties 
in turn.° 

First, one way to approach global history is to equate it with the 
history of everything. “Global history, strictly understood, is the 
history of what happens worldwide,” write Felipe Fernández- 
Armesto and Benjamin Sacks, “across the planet as a whole, as if 
viewed from a cosmic crow’s nest, with the advantages of immense 
distance and panoptic range.” From such an omnivorous 
perspective, everything that ever happened on the earth is a 
legitimate ingredient of global history.’ 

In actual practice, this has led to very different strategies. The 
first is what we could call the all-in version of global history. Its 
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most prominent variant is seen in works of large-scale synthesis that 
attempt to capture global reality in a specific period. The nineteenth 
century, for example, has found several sophisticated biographers, 
while other historians content themselves with a global panorama of 
a particular year. Yet others have extended the scope and portrayed 
whole millennia, if not the “history of the world” tout court. In the 
case of big history, the scale is expanded still further, covering the 
span from the Big Bang to the present moment. Whatever the scale, 
the general mode is identical: the “global” here refers to planetary 
comprehensiveness.® 

In similar ways, historians have chosen to trace a particular idea 
or historical formation through the ages and across the planet. 
Particularly convincing examples of this kind are studies on the 
global history of empire that chart imperial formations and their 
strategies of population management from Ancient Rome (or from 
Tamerlane) to the present.’ But in principle, any subject will do for 
a global biography. We now have global histories of kingship, and of 
courtesans; histories of tea and coffee, of sugar and cotton, of glass 
and gold; histories of migration and trade; global histories of nature 
and of religion; histories of war, and of peace. The examples are 
legion. 

While the term “global history” may thus suggest worldwide 
coverage, this is not necessarily the case. In principle, anything can 
become a legitimate focus for global historians: global history as 
omnibus. This means that even subjects as diverse as South African 
mine workers in Witwatersrand, the coronation of Hawaiian King 
Kalakaua, or a village in thirteenth-century Southern France could 
be studied for its potential contributions to global history. Once it is 
established that global history is everything, everything can become 
global history. This is less absurd than it seems. The situation was 
not so different in the days when national history reigned supreme. 
Then, too, even when the scope of a work did not necessarily extend 
to the nation as a whole, it was nonetheless assumed that it did. No 
one would doubt, for example, that a biography of Benjamin 
Franklin or an in-depth study of the automobile industry in Detroit 
was also a contribution to the history of the United States. Once the 
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overall framework of a national history was established, everything 
within that container seemed like a natural ingredient. 

The same is true for the all-in version of global history. Studies 
on the working classes in Buenos Aires, Dakar, or Livorno can 
contribute to a global history of labor, even if they do not explore 
those global horizons themselves. This is particularly the case if 
historians take account of, and are inspired by, studies on similar 
phenomena. Examples include Dipesh Chakrabarty’s book on jute 
workers in Bengal and Frederick Cooper’s study on dockworkers in 
Mombasa.’° The global history component is of course enhanced 
when historians conduct their studies with similar cases in mind and 
include books on related subjects in other parts of the globe in their 
bibliographies. 

A second paradigm in the field puts the focus on exchange and 
connections. This is the most popular form that research has taken 
in recent years. The common thread connecting these kinds of 
studies is the general insight that no society, nation, or civilization 
exists in isolation. From earliest times onward, human life on the 
planet was characterized by mobility and interaction. Therefore, 
such movements are the privileged subjects of a global history 
understood primarily as the history of entanglements. This 
infatuation with connectivity complements, and thus corrects, what 
we could call the frugality of earlier frameworks in which the 
intellectual journey came to a halt at the borders of the nation-state, 
empire, or civilization. 

There is no limit to the range of topics that can be studied from 
such a perspective—from people on the move to circulating ideas 
and trade across distances. Again, the reach of the networks and 
connections may vary and does not have to be planetary. Everything 
depends on the subject matter and the questions asked: trade in the 
Mediterranean, the Hajj across the Indian Ocean, chain migrations 
between China and Singapore, or diplomatic missions to the 
Vatican. In all of these instances, the interconnectedness of the 
world, which can be traced back over centuries, is the starting point 
for global historical research. 

Both versions of global history discussed so far apply in principle 
to all places, and to all times. The third and narrower approach is 
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different, for it presumes, and explicitly reflects on, some form of 
global integration. At its core are patterns of exchange that were 
regular and sustained, and thus able to shape societies in profound 
ways. There have always been cross-border exchanges, but their 
operation and impact depended on the degree of systemic 
integration on a global scale. 

This third model (it will be described in more detail in chapters 
4 and 5) is the direction pursued by most of the more sophisticated 
recent studies—and it is the paradigm that will be explored in this 
book. Take as one example Christopher Hill’s work on the 
emergence of modern history writing in France, the United States, 
and Japan in the late nineteenth century. In it, the author does not 
focus on the relations between traditional history writing and 
modern national narratives, as a more conventional study might. 
Neither is the focus primarily on the connections between the three 
cases. Rather, Hill places all three nations in the context of domestic 
changes and global transformations. All three societies faced 
internal upheavals—the United States was recovering from Civil 
War and France from defeat at the hands of Prussia, while Japan 
was reshaping its polity in the wake of the Meiji Restoration. At the 
same time, all three were enmeshed in the fundamental 
restructuring of world order by capitalism and the imperialist state 
system. At this juncture, history writing served as a way to 
conceptualize the different position of each nation within this larger 
and hierarchical order, and to make the emergence of each as a 
nation-state seem necessary and natural. Analytically, then, Hill’s 
emphasis is on the global conditions that made possible and shaped 
the historical narratives emerging in the three settings.'? 

In much the same way, other historians have explicitly situated 
particular cases in their global contexts. They seek to explain “the 
contingencies and ground-level processes of human activity with[in] 
the structures that are at once the products and the conditions of 
that activity.”'° In this reading, the global becomes the ultimate 
frame of reference for any understanding of the past. In principle, 
such contextualization is not confined to the most recent past, but 
can be applied to earlier periods, though in such cases the degree of 
integration may be rather weak. As the world has evolved more and 
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more into a single political, economic, and cultural entity, causal 
links on the global level have grown stronger. And as a result of the 
proliferation and perpetuation of such links, local events are 
increasingly shaped by a global context that can be understood 
structurally or even systemically. 


Process and perspective 


Global history is both an object of study and a particular way of 
looking at history: it is both a process and a perspective, subject 
matter and methodology. Janus-faced, it resembles other 
fields/approaches in the discipline, such as social history and gender 
history. In practice, both dimensions are usually linked, but for 
heuristic purposes, we can keep them apart. This will enable us to 
differentiate between global history as the perspective of historians, 
and as a scale of the historical process itself.‘ 

Global history is one perspective among others. It is a heuristic 
device that allows the historian to pose questions and generate 
answers that are different from those created by other approaches. 
The history of slavery in the Atlantic World is a good example. 
Historians have inquired into the social history of the slave 
population, into their working conditions, and into the ways in 
which they formed communities. By employing a gender approach, 
they have been able to tell new stories about families and 
childhood, sexuality and masculinity. The economic history of 
slavery has been especially prolific, focusing on productivity rates, 
on the standards of living of slaves compared to those of other 
workers and indentured servants, and on the macroeconomic impact 
of slavery on plantation production. However, the experience of 
slavery and the slave trade can also be placed in a global context. 
This would underscore a different set of issues: the creation of a 
transatlantic space in the “Black Atlantic”; the repercussions of the 
trade on societies in West Africa; the connections of the Atlantic 
trade to complementary slave routes across the Sahara and the 
Indian Ocean; a comparison with other forms of enslavement, and 
the list goes on. Global history as a perspective highlights particular 
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dimensions of the slave experience, while being potentially less 
attentive to others. 

An important consequence of treating global history as a 
perspective, like gender history or economic history, is that research 
does not have to encompass the entire globe. This is an important 
caveat. The rhetoric of the global may suggest limitless coverage; 
but many topics are best displayed in smaller frames. This also 
means that most global history approaches do not attempt to replace 
the established paradigm of national history with an abstract totality 
called “world.” The aim is not to write a total history of the planet. 
It is often more a matter of writing a history of demarcated (i.e., 
non-“global”) spaces, but with an awareness of global connections 
and structural conditions. Many recent studies considered 
benchmarks in the field do not cover more than two or three 
locations. Global history, then, is not a synonym for macro-history. 
The most interesting questions often arise at the juncture where 
global processes intersect with their local manifestations. 

On the other hand, however, global history is not only a 
perspective. A global history approach cannot be projected 
indiscriminately; it makes more sense for some periods, places, and 
processes than for others. Any attempt to contextualize globally 
needs to consider the degree and quality of the entanglements in its 
purview. The implications of the Vienna stock market crash in 1873 
were not the same as those of the economic crises of 1929 and 2008 
—the degree to which the world economy and the media were 
integrated in the 1870s had yet to attain the level that would prevail 
in the twentieth century. In this respect, global history as 
perspective is often implicitly tied to assumptions about the ability 
of cross-border structures to have an impact on events, and on 
societies. We will return to this tension between process and 
perspective in the chapters that follow.’° 

The dialectic between perspective and process is a complex one. 
On the one hand, a global perspective on the tea trade makes more 
sense for the 1760s than for the Middle Ages, when global dynamics 
were of less influence. On the other hand, global connections seem 
to be particularly salient to us, in our globalized present, more so 
than they were for historians a few decades ago. To further 
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confound matters, the resulting global perspective makes the 
eighteenth century appear more global than it was. Global 
perspectives and the course of global integration are thus 
inextricably interrelated.'° 

Heuristically, however, it is helpful to keep perspective and 
process apart. After all, the approach is much newer than the 
process; global history as a paradigm is of fairly recent origin, while 
the processes it studies reach far back into the past. As the two 
chronologies do not neatly correspond, it is useful to separate them 
analytically. Moreover, this is a field still very much in the making. 
For this reason, historians who attempt a global approach need to be 
self-conscious about methodology, and the chapters that follow will 
put the emphasis on this issue. Even if we assume that there is a 
process somewhere “out there,” it is crucial to ponder the 
methodological challenges of uncovering it, and the implications of 
our choices. 


Promises and limits 


The global history trend is unlikely to slow down any time soon, and 
it has already helped to bring about some significant changes in 
historical scholarship. One clear indication of this is the fact that the 
major history journals, such as the American Historical Review and 
Past & Present, have increasingly published work in this new field. 
No longer merely a niche or sub-discipline, it has become 
mainstream, extending to both research and teaching. Specialized 
journals, book series, and conferences have created forums where 
scholars are encouraged to exchange ideas and discuss research. 
These forums do not exist merely in parallel to the rest of the 
discipline. They are not exotic. While “world history,” the global 
history of earlier decades, was most often an occupation of 
established and generally older historians, today even dissertations 
may pursue a global agenda. The approach has also influenced 
teaching, in both specialized seminars and even entire degree 
curricula. It is also interesting to note that debate over this approach 
has made its way to very diverse quarters. Environmental and 
economic historians are as interested in the global historical context 
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as are social and cultural historians. Indeed, all aspects of historical 
scholarship can be subject to a global perspective. 

In the light of the interconnectedness of today’s world, it is 
difficult to imagine that this trend might reverse itself. At the same 
time, there remain many obstacles to overcome. Institutionally, 
creating space for the new approach may prove an arduous process. 
Even in Western Europe and the United States, it can by no means 
be taken for granted that the discipline of history, so heavily 
dominated by the history of the nation, will be receptive to 
undertakings with a global historical scope. And even in settings 
where global perspectives have garnered general support, they 
compete with other approaches for funds and faculty positions. A 
new hire in global history might mean sacrificing a position in 
medieval history or in some other time-honored field related to the 
national past. Global history comes at a cost.'” 

The rise of global perspectives is unarguably an important 
development that helps us move away from a merely partial view of 
reality. As the relevance of territorial boundaries has been called 
into question, history has become more complex. In retrospect, some 
older studies may now appear to us like broadcasts of a football 
game that show only one of the two teams, to say nothing of other 
factors, such as the audience, weather conditions, and league 
ranking. Global history, by contrast, allows a wide-angle view of 
processes that were for a long time undetectable by the knowledge 
systems of the academy, or were at least considered irrelevant. 

In important ways, then, this is a welcome and in some respects 
even liberating development. But as the old adage goes, change has 
its price. A global history approach is not a panacea or a free pass. 
Not every research project requires a global perspective; it is not 
always the global context that is most central to the issue. 
Everything is not linked and connected to everything else. It would 
be a mistake, certainly, to regard global history as the only valid 
approach—either in terms of its historiographical perspective or in 
the reach and density of the entanglements it explores. In every 
situation, a range of forces are at play, and it is not cross-border, let 
alone global, processes that are a priori the most important. Many 
phenomena will continue to be studied in concrete, precisely 
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demarcated contexts. Likewise, we must not lose sight of those 
historical actors who were not integrated into extensive networks, 
lest they fall victim to the current obsession with mobility. That 
said, it would nonetheless be difficult to turn back and forsake the 
insights that the global turn has generated. 


20 


CHAPTER 2 


A short history of thinking globally 





Today globalization rhetoric is loud and insistent, but this is not the 
first time that people have thought about their place in the world. 
Indeed, since the beginning of recorded history, humans have 
situated themselves in larger and ever more encompassing contexts. 
Not surprisingly, the range and scope of these “worlds” has varied, 
changing with the intensity of connections and the frequency of 
border-crossing exchanges. But imagining the world was never an 
automatic outcome of global integration; it was always the result 
also of a particular perspective and desire: a form of world-making. 
In order to better assess the peculiarities of present-day conceptions 
of the global, it is therefore instructive to understand how notions of 
the world have changed over time. As we will see, the quest to 
position one’s own society within the larger ecumene was shared by 
all major civilizations. A genuine global consciousness began to take 
shape in discrete Eurasian regions in the early modern period; and 
in the age of European hegemony, a common narrative of material 
progress and national development emerged. 


Ecumenical historiography 


Writing world history is, in a sense, as old as historiography itself. 
The best-known historians—from Herodotus and Polybius to Sima 
Qian, Rashid al-Din, and Ibn Khaldun—all wrote the history of their 
respective ecumene while also considering the “world” around it. 
Describing and explaining the world was not an end in itself in these 
studies. Rather, the primary concern was to celebrate the essence of 
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the own society or ecumene, whose unique cultural identity—and 
generally also superiority—was a given. The “world” thus served 
primarily as a land beyond the pale, a contrasting foil of barbarity. 
In the Egyptian chronicles of the Old and Middle Kingdom (c. 2137- 
1781 BCE), for instance, all non-Egyptian peoples were described as 
“vile enemies,” even when peace prevailed or treaties existed with 
them. Egypt was equated with the rationally ordered world, while 
beyond its borders were only “absolute aliens with whom any 
relations would be unthinkable.” 

A later example is the nine-volume Histories of Herodotus, which 
cast the Greek struggle against the Persians as a clash between the 
Occident and the Orient, between freedom and despotism.’ 
Herodotus’ famous dialectic between civilization and barbarism 
would play a constitutive role in historiography for centuries to 
come; it can also be identified in the works of many Arabic and 
Chinese chroniclers. 

The way in which the world outside a particular society is 
perceived cannot, however, be reduced solely to the strategy of 
“othering.” Even in the work of Herodotus (c. 484-424 BCE)—who 
himself claimed to have traveled throughout Mesopotamia, 
Phoenicia and Egypt—and in the writings of Sima Qian (c. 145-90 
BCE), there is evidence of a move towards an ethnographic 
portrayal of other peoples and customs. The peoples with whom the 
Greeks and Chinese, respectively, had close political and economic 
ties became objects of an interest characterized by more than just 
the desire to sharpen a sense of boundaries. Border areas were 
marked not only by conflict and animosity, but also by exchange 
and encounter. Examples of such interest in hybridity and cultural 
exchange abound. Abu’l-Hassan Ali al-Mas’udi (c. 895-956) of 
Baghdad described the world he knew in a book with the flowery 
title The Meadows of Gold. He reported not only on Islamic societies, 
but also on the regions of the Indian Ocean connected by pre-Islamic 
trade relations, which extended all the way to Galicia and India. 
Like that of Herodotus, his work, too, was the result of extensive 
travels that took him to many parts of the Islamic world, to India 
and Ceylon, East Africa and Egypt, and probably to Indonesia and 
China as well.’ 
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This ethnographical viewpoint was not an end in itself, but often 
also aligned with the interests of power. When, for instance, Sima 
Qian described nomadic groups outside the fold of Chinese 
civilization, prospects for China’s further expansion were a 
background concern.* Ultimately, the respective “worlds’— 
generally limited to neighboring territories and regions—were 
apprehended from the perspective of the own culture. To be sure, 
there were historians whose stated concern was to describe other 
societies from within and not to exoticize them by tallying their 
strange customs. Foreign institutions were to be explained in 
functionalist terms, according to their own inherent logic. The 
assessment and moral categorization of other groups, however, 
generally remained within the parameters of the own culture.” 

These paradigms were characteristic of most of the 
historiographical traditions around the world. There was of course 
significant variation, both within and between the regions. In 
Europe, Greek historiography bears little resemblance to later 
Christian historiography with its narratives revolving around divine 
providence. In non-Muslim South Asia, where a separate 
historiographical genre did not come into being until the colonial 
period, world-historical models were almost nonexistent; and the 
same was true in Africa. By contrast, some important forays into 
world history have their roots in the Muslim tradition. These were 
generally tied to the rise of Islam, which was considered the only 
religion with a universal mission. In addition to the above- 
mentioned Mas’udi and Rashid al Din (1247-1318), who explicitly 
addressed Mongolian and Chinese readers as well as an Arab 
audience and wrote in detail about India and China as well as the 
Islamic world, Ibn Khaldun merits mention. Khaldun (1332-1406), 
and above all his major work, the Muqaddima (which is actually 
only the introduction to his history of mankind), are considered the 
origin of a scientific Islamic historical scholarship based on causal 
explanations. 

Historiographical traditions and perspectives on the world thus 
differed greatly. Bridging these differences, however, were 
important similarities. In each case, the “world” was generally 
constructed from the perspective of the own ecumene. Above all, 
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this meant that the past—including that of other peoples and groups 
—was assessed and judged according to the criteria of the moral and 
political canon of values of the historian’s own society. This world 
was not the planetary totality as we know it, but “referred only to 
the world that mattered.”° 

Accordingly, narratives were often formulated with a particular 
goal in mind—the development of humanity toward a Christian 
“kingdom of God,” the creation of a Dar-al-Islam (literally “house of 
Islam,” that could encompass all territories under Muslim rule), or 
the eventual inclusion of nomadic, illiterate barbarians in China’s 
Confucian civilization.” 


World-historical tableaus, the sixteenth—-eighteenth 
centuries 


The basic tenets of ecumenical historiography remained largely 
stable until the nineteenth century. This does not mean, however, 
that nothing changed. At times, particularly when exchange across 
regions and continents intensified, there was a corresponding 
increase in the awareness of other worlds, in interest in other 
cultures, and in the desire to understand the own society within a 
larger context. A number of works, produced in various places from 
the sixteenth century onward, responded to this demand. 

One example is the integration of the two Americas, since the 
sixteenth century, into broad and expanding circuits of trade and 
knowledge. These transcontinental interactions, which brought the 
Americas into contact with Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and East 
and Southeast Asia, presented a cognitive and cultural challenge, 
and it was in the context of this challenge that history on a world 
scale gradually emerged as an alternative to traditional forms of 
dynastic historiography.® 

World-historical models began to appear in many places. As 
early as 1580, a History of Western India (Tarih-i Hin-i garbi) was 
written in Istanbul in an attempt to comprehend the unexpected 
broadening of the horizon and the cosmological dilemma presented 
by the discovery of the New World. “Since the prophet Adam came 
into and set foot upon the world,” the anonymous chronicler wrote, 
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“up to the present such a strange and wonderful matter has never 
occurred or taken place.”’ In Mexico, Heinrich Martin of Hamburg, 
who had previously spent many years in the Baltics, wrote an 
explicitly American version of world history. He believed, for 
example, that the Americas had been populated by peoples from 
Asia, because the indigenous groups reminded him of the native 
population of Courland. The chronicler from Istanbul and Heinrich 
Martin produced their world histories almost synchronously, thus 
attesting to the impact that Columbus’ voyage had on the world 
consciousness of the time. Their accounts, however, were radically 
different, informed by the worldviews of their respective 
communities. The world-historical process—the European discovery 
of the Americas—posed a crucial challenge, but the responses to this 
event remained in many ways incommensurable. 

Both historians were by no means alone in their new planetary 
consciousness. Further examples include the Ottoman historian 
Mustafa Ali (1541-1600), whose Kiinh ül-Ahbâr (The Essence of 
History) localized the Ottoman Empire in what he regarded as the 
relevant world, but included also extensive studies of the Mongol 
empires and the three contemporary empires he considered most 
important—the Uzbeks, the Safavids of Persia, and the Indian 
Mughal dynasty; Domingo Chimalpahin (1579-c. 1650), who 
embedded his history of Mexico, written in Nahuatl, in a broad 
overview of the entire world (including, in addition to Europe, 
China and Japan, the Mongols and Moscow, Persia and parts of 
Africa); Giovanni Battista Ramusio (1485-1557) in Italy and Marcin 
Bielski (1495-1575) in Poland, who were able to write a kind of 
armchair world history on the basis of the increasing frequency of 
reports about events outside Europe; and Tahir Muhammad in 
Mughal India, whose early seventeenth-century writings covered 
such places as Ceylon, Pegu, and Aceh, and even the kingdom of 
Portugal. t° 

Many of the works of this period were written by amateur 
historians who were not employed in any official capacity, and who 
therefore have received limited attention. What they do show, 
however, is that world-historical models emerged even before the 
late eighteenth century, and by no means in Europe alone. They 
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tended to be cumulative in nature rather than focusing on 
connections and interactions; but they were no longer written with 
the primary purpose of constructing difference, even though they 
did generally judge other peoples’ pasts against their own value 
standards. These world-historical perspectives drew on multiple 
genealogies and historiographical traditions, and their concerns, as 
well as their notions of the “world,” differed. “Iberian 
globalization,” Serge Gruzinski wrote, “gave rise everywhere to 
viewpoints that were irreconcilable with each other but 
complementary in their effort to grasp the global nature of the 
world.”"! 

Over time, as commercial networks and imperial structures 
continued to expand, increasingly detailed and empirically 
sophisticated panoramas of world history emerged. Their objective 
was to describe, as accurately and completely as possible, all 
societies about which anything was known. One of the best-known 
examples is the vast Universal History published in London between 
1736 and 1765 and subsequently translated into four other 
languages. It was essentially a massive compilation (sixty-five 
volumes), structured by simple juxtaposition. Its goal was 
chronicling the past and the present of as many societies as possible 
and presenting them all side by side. The work was based on the 
large number of travel accounts that had become available in 
eighteenth-century Europe.'* In the second part of the Universal 
History, which covered the period following the Middle Ages, about 
half of the text was devoted to the European past, another quarter to 
Japan and China, and the rest was divided between Southeast Asia, 
Peru, Mexico, and the kingdoms of the Congo and Angola. Due to 
the work’s encyclopedic bent, however, it was more a reference 
work than a narrative to be read for pleasure; Edward Gibbon 
regarded it as nothing more than “a dull mass [...] not quickened by 
a spark of philosophy or taste.”'% 

The genre of world and universal history was particularly 
vigorous in Europe in the years around 1800. These writings aspired 
to report from every region of the world, creating tableaus of social 
institutions and developments that would amount to large-scale 
“histories of mankind.” They include works by Voltaire (1694-1778) 
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and Edward Gibbon (1737-1794), whose Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire covered the entire Eurasian continent up to the rise of 
the Mongol empires and the capture of Constantinople by the 
Turks.'* One early center of universal history writing was the 
University of Gottingen, where historians such as Johann Christoph 
Gatterer (1727-1799) presented their overall views of human 
history. As a whole, these comparative histories remained bound to 
the concept of different “civilizations” and were written from the 
perspective of European culture (or, as was still the case with 
Gatterer, of the Biblical narrative).!° 


World history in the age of western hegemony 


Over the course of the nineteenth century, a fundamental shift took 
place in how the past was viewed in many parts of the world. This 
was the age of European (and soon also North American) hegemony, 
and approaches to history increasingly aligned their narratives and 
began to conform to uniform methodological standards. 
Conventional historiography has seen this development as chiefly 
the result, and triumph, of Westernization: as the diffusion of an 
enlightened and rational approach to history, and as a form of 
progress when compared with the mythical and religiously bound 
approaches of the past. In many ways, this reading has been 
reproduced and developed in the context of recent postcolonial 
studies, albeit with a different emphasis. The spread of modern 
European historical scholarship is no longer interpreted as a 
contribution to the modernization of historical thought, but rather 
as an imposition of cultural values and a manifestation of imperial 
hegemony. Essentially, however, proponents of postcolonial studies 
have remained attached to the notion of the diffusion of a European 
idea.'° 

And indeed, their explanations have a point. The world order 
dominated by Europe forced the rest of the world to engage with 
European cosmologies and ways of interpreting the past. Historians 
increasingly took their cue from historical narratives grounded in 
the nineteenth-century ascendancy of a liberal world order and were 
predicated on the nation as the driving force of history and on a 
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general notion of “modernization.” European history was dressed as 
universal development and treated as a yardstick and a model. The 
translation of European works by historians like Francois Guizot and 
Henry Buckle, as well as the positivism of Auguste Comte and social 
Darwinism as propagated by Herbert Spencer, also played a key 
role. When, for instance, Bartolomé Mitre, Argentina’s president in 
the 1860s, wrote the history of his country’s road to independence, 
he drew on the widespread assumptions of a positivist 
Enlightenment historiography—science and progress, secularization 
and liberal freedoms—which seemed to fit naturally with the power 
politics of the international state system and the free trade regime.” 
The institutional export of European historical scholarship—the 
foundation of historical faculties, historians’ associations, historical 
journals, and history textbooks—further contributed to a 
standardization of historical analyses.*® 

And yet, it would be an oversimplification to suggest that all this 
was only a result of the dissemination of European history writing to 
other parts of the world. After all, the modern understanding of 
history was new and unfamiliar in Europe as well. The focus on the 
nation, the concept of time as based on the ideal of progress, the 
methodology that stressed the need for a critical evaluation of 
sources, and the embedding of phenomena in a global context—all 
of this represented a fundamental challenge for many Europeans, 
too. This is particularly apparent in the case of the altered 
conception of time, which in Europe, as elsewhere, came as a 
profound rupture. As academic historical scholarship became 
established, it superseded alternative ways of appropriating the 
past. ° 

Moreover, the standard account of European origins and the 
worldwide expansion of what is European requires elaboration and, 
to some extent, correction, from a global history perspective. And 
this for two reasons. First, because historians always drew at least 
partly on their own traditions and cultural resources, even when 
adopting what was new. In Japan, for instance, a form of 
historiography emerged at the end of the eighteenth century that 
called itself the “national school” (kokugaku) and was dedicated to 
liberating scholarship from the dominance of Chinese cultural 
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influence. It engaged in meticulous textual criticism in its quest to 
preserve an allegedly still “pure” Japanese antiquity from imported 
Chinese religion and culture.” At the same time, in China, the 
“critical school” (kaozhengxue) emerged. This scholarly movement 
was interested in a philological evaluation of written records and in 
establishing the facts and, where necessary, uncovering 
falsifications.*1 These examples demonstrate that the hallmarks of 
modern historiography that are generally associated with the name 
of Leopold von Ranke—such as its focus on the history of the nation 
and on the critical evaluation of sources—did not necessarily 
constitute an unwelcome intrusion of foreign cultural influences. 

Second, and still more important, interpretations of history 
responded to the changing geopolitical balance of power. “It would 
be wrong to simply identify diffusion from the West to the rest as 
the only force behind the genesis of academic historiography as a 
worldwide phenomenon,” Dominic Sachsenmaier has argued. “Many 
character traits of academic historiography—such as the strong 
presence of Eurocentric worldviews—need to be seen not merely as 
export products of an allegedly pristine European tradition but also 
as the result of the continent’s expansion and many complex 
sociopolitical transformations resulting from it.”?? 

In other words, world history writing everywhere bore the 
imprint of geopolitics; most especially of the integration of the globe 
under European hegemony. This was also the case in Europe—even 
if contemporaries hardly recognized that their historiography might 
have been impacted by global changes. But it was of course more 
obvious outside of Euro-America. To the extent that other societies 
became subject to a global order dominated by Western Europe (and 
later the United States), they also adapted their own historical 
narratives to chronicle a story of nation-states and progress. But the 
evolutionary conception of time, the compartmentalization of 
historical reality along nation-state lines, and the unity of the world 
were not primarily results of translation processes and intellectual 
transfers. Rather, in the face of global integration through imperial 
structures and expanding markets, many contemporaries considered 
premises such as these to be the obvious and natural basis for 
historiography. The ascendancy of modern historical scholarship, 
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therefore, was the work of many authors around the world, 
responding to their various needs and interests. Historical 
knowledge changed in response to an increasingly integrated 
world.”° 

The central characteristic of most world histories in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—their Eurocentric 
conception of space and time—must therefore be understood as the 
result of global hierarchies and of asymmetrical geopolitical 
structures. The metanarrative, structured as a hierarchy of stages 
and pointing teleologically to Europe, was told in many variations. 
There was Condorcet’s ten stages of scientific and philosophical 
development; Scottish conjectural history with its model of 
developmental stages and cultural evolution; and Hegel’s lectures on 
the history of philosophy, in which the history of non-European 
societies was reduced to a “prehistory’—as in his infamous 
metaphor of Africa as the “land of childhood.”** Over the course of 
the following century, interpretations of world history based on the 
paradigm of progress also appear in historiography outside of 
Europe. Some of the best-known authors are Liang Qichao (1902) in 
China, Fukuzawa Yukichi (1869) in Japan, and Jawaharlal Nehru 
(1934) in India. Their works are representative of a wide range of 
world-historical studies and attest to the emergence of analogous 
forms of global awareness, albeit with local differences, in various 
parts of the world. 

Even more important in practice than comprehensive accounts of 
all regions of the world was the function of world history as a 
master narrative. In many countries, a stylized version of world 
history served as a yardstick by which the development of every 
nation could be measured and evaluated. Progress was mostly 
explained from within and its absence likewise attributed to internal 
obstacles and constraints. However, even when historians addressed 
concerns of national history alone, they generally did so with an 
awareness of global models. Ziya Gökalp, for example, described the 
transition from an Ottoman to a Turkish state as the manifestation 
of universal processes. 

The establishment of a universally conceived world history in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries should not, therefore, 
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be explained as simply a result of intellectual transfers originating in 
Europe, as is so often the case.*? Even when historians and social 
thinkers outside of Europe resorted to clearly Eurocentric 
representations based on the categories of Enlightenment thought, 
these narratives were not mere copies, but were often in sync with 
the reform interests of their authors, and with their perspective on 
the realities of global change. Most historians assumed that the 
focus should be on Europe, because that was where the materially 
most advanced societies were to be found at the given time—a 
circumstance that could potentially change in the future. Therefore, 
they employed a concept of civilization that was understood as 
universal to be sure, but not bound a priori to Europe.”° 

Given the asymmetries of power, the Eurocentric narrative was, 
for a long time, hegemonic. However, this does not mean that it was 
the only alternative or that it was not subject to criticism. Liang 
Qichao, for instance, protested that “the history of the Aryan race 
[is] very often erroneously labeled ‘world history.’ ”” In fact, basic 
challenges articulated as early as the nineteenth century employed 
argumentation that has, in part, remained influential to this day. 
They followed two main lines of criticism. Let us call them the 
“systems approach” and the “concept of civilization.” 

The first may be traced to Karl Marx. To be sure, historical 
materialism was also based on developmental stages and so bore 
traces of the Eurocentrism of its time. Nevertheless, the materialist 
Marxist approach put more emphasis than many others on the 
entanglements and interactions, i.e., on the systemic conditions, of 
social development on a global scale. The 1848 Communist 
Manifesto, written in collaboration with Friedrich Engels, expressed 
this view in a nutshell: “The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation 
of the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production 
and consumption in every country. [...] It has drawn from under the 
feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old- 
established national industries have been destroyed or are daily 
being destroyed. [...] In place of the old local and national seclusion 
and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, 
universal interdependence of nations.””® Subsequent world 
historiography has built on these insights—in particular the school 
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of world-systems theory, but also oppositional forms of a 
historiography from “below,” as well as subaltern studies. 

The second approach, based on the concept of civilization, 
gained popularity in the Arab and Islamic world and in East Asia in 
the 1880s. At its heart was an emphasis on cultural difference, and 
on the idea that different traditions could not be subsumed under 
the paradigm of progress with its linear conception of time. Early 
proponents were Okakura Tenshin (1862-1913) in Japan and 
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) in Bengal, who based their 
understanding of history, which recognized alterity, on the 
dichotomy between the materialist West and the spiritual Orient.*° 

The work of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) influenced 
some of the authors who espoused the concept of civilization. His 
four-volume Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity (1784- 
91) postulated the individuality and uniqueness of the different 
cultures of the world, which were, he feared, in danger of being 
destroyed in the course of European expansion. Herder’s texts were 
an important source of inspiration for intellectuals in many places, 
but again a caveat is in order. The global appeal of the concept of 
civilization was not merely a Herderian legacy.*° It also drew on the 
seismic shifts taking place in the world order at the end of the 
nineteenth century, as the compartmentalization of the planet into 
discrete civilizations appeared increasingly plausible against the 
backdrop of imperialism, racial doctrine, and the agenda of the pan- 
nationalist movements.*! This idea of a plurality of “cultures” that 
resisted classification as “advanced” or “backward” gained in 
popularity in the wake of World War I—not least in the European 
fin de siécle critique of civilization and, after 1918, with the broad 
acclaim for Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West.*2 


World history after 1945 


The civilization paradigm persisted until the second half of the 
twentieth century, and it was given a new lease of life with Arnold 
Toynbee’s ten-volume Study of History. The first volumes were 
published in the 1930s, but it was only after World War II that the 
work’s impact was really felt. Toynbee divided the world into 
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twenty-one civilizations, each characterized by specific cultural and 
above all religious features and each with its own internal logic that 
would explain its rise and fall. Following the devastation caused by 
World War II, this view, challenging as it did the universal narrative 
of progress, struck a chord with readers around the world. But while 
his monumental work resonated widely with the general public, 
Toynbee remained an outsider among historians.*° 

Indeed, the status of world history within the discipline 
remained uncertain in most countries until the 1990s.** No wonder, 
as in large parts of the world the postwar period was a time of 
nation-building. In many of the newly independent former colonies, 
in particular, the making of a national history was at the top of the 
agenda. Given the balance of political power, historians in these 
nations used the European past as a yardstick to measure their own 
countries’ histories, superimposing upon them a narrative of 
development modeled on that of the West. The dominance of 
Anglophone historiography, in particular, grew. This was the 
context in which William McNeill’s substantial work, published in 
1963 and symptomatically entitled The Rise of the West, became one 
of the most influential points of reference. The book is 
representative of the hegemony of a decidedly Eurocentric macro 
perspective. In it the modern world is presented as a product of 
occidental traditions, a European achievement sui generis, which at 
the height of its glory was exported to other regions of the world. It 
is a view that gives clear expression to the dichotomy between 
“developed” and “underdeveloped” countries that prevailed in the 
period following decolonization.’ 

Of greater importance for the emergence of a tradition of world 
history, however, than either Toynbee’s idea of civilizational 
monads or the modernization theory implied in McNeill’s apotheosis 
of Europe, were Marxist works and those influenced by historical 
materialism. Especially after 1945, Marxist approaches became 
crucially influential—not only in the Soviet Union and other Eastern 
Bloc countries, but also in Latin America, France, Italy, India, and 
Japan. In the Soviet Union and in China in particular, world history 
was institutionalized after the communist takeover and was much 
more prominent than in the West. World history departments were 
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established at many universities. In China, around one third of all 
university historians worked in institutes specializing in world 
history—a figure inconceivable for Europe or the United States at 
the time. To be sure, Chinese world history was of a particular kind, 
much narrower in its range than Toynbee’s or McNeill’s. Many 
Marxist historians concentrated on the history of just one country, 
framed in terms of a universal Marxist model of historical 
development. In the USSR, Stalin commissioned the canonical 
History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks): A 
Short Course, which proposed a relatively rigid series of stages. 
Scholars generally proceeded deductively, seeking evidence for 
these universal patterns of development established in the abstract. 
The role of empirical research was to fit reality to a theoretical a 
priori.°° 

World-systems theory emerged in the 1970s as a reaction against 
this form of what might be termed “world history in one country,” 
to paraphrase Lenin’s dictum. Immanuel Wallerstein’s unfinished 
work, the first volume of which was published in 1974, evoked an 
immediate and enthusiastic response in many places. Its focus was 
on systemic processes that invited historians to understand the past 
in a substantive global context and not solely on the basis of an 
abstract logic of development (see below chapter 3).°” 

While a Eurocentric interpretation of world history was 
predominant—even Wallerstein’s approach presupposed a clear 
center, assuming that all nations and regions were gradually 
incorporated into the European world-system—it was by no means 
uncontested. The internal fragmentation and pluralization of 
historical scholarship played a large part in the emergence of critical 
perspectives. Approaches such as the history of mentalities of the 
Annales, the various forms of “microstoria” and “history from 
below,” women’s and gender studies, and the “linguistic turn,” 
undermined macro-historical narratives and challenged Eurocentric 
assumptions.’ At the same time, area studies were becoming 
increasingly important. While world historians drew on the 
empirically rich research of historians with regional specializations, 
area studies with their interest in regional dynamics and trajectories 
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also functioned to some extent as a corrective to the hagiography of 
the “rise of the West.”°? 

Of equal importance were critiques from an emphatically non- 
Western perspective that directly challenged the Eurocentric 
metanarrative of world history. These included the early 
“postcolonial” positions taken in the immediate post-war period, 
sometimes in very different ways, by authors like Frantz Fanon, 
Aimé Césaire, and Léopold Senghor. Their works contained what 
was in some respects a fundamental criticism of the assumptions 
and values underlying the Western civilizing mission with its belief 
in universal paths of development. The impact of these and related 
approaches grew in the wake of the conference of non-aligned 
nations in Bandung in 1955, the anti-imperialist protest movements 
in the age of decolonization, and the global protests of 1968.*° 
Within academic circles, an even greater influence was the 
dependency theory approach. This model was first developed by 
social scientists working in and writing about Latin America. Like 
the work of early postcolonial authors, dependency theory also had 
a political thrust and was critical of U.S. development policy in the 
south of the continent. Its theoretical contribution was to view 
poverty and “backwardness” not as results of non-modern local 
traditions which had yet to be affected by the dynamics of the 
global economy, but, on the contrary, precisely as the consequence 
of these traditions’ integration into the structures of global 
capitalism.*! 

Since the 1980s, historians working in subaltern studies have 
posed significant challenges to Eurocentric assumptions. As is true 
of many other approaches, this group, too, serves as an illustration 
of the transnational production of knowledge. Subaltern studies 
originated in India, initially as an attempt to write history from the 
perspective of the marginalized, or “subaltern,” classes. A kind of 
critical “history from below,” it evolved under specific social 
conditions, in the years following Indira Gandhi’s state of 
emergency. The field was therefore rooted locally, but it also drew 
on a variety of international models, from Gramsci and Foucault to 
Said and Derrida. The research agenda of subaltern studies 
historians soon attracted attention beyond the field of South Asian 
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history. Important representatives of the movement enjoyed 
successful careers at universities in the English-speaking world, but 
it nevertheless continued to be associated with India. Much of the 
force of its criticism of Eurocentrism can be attributed to the very 
fact of its origins outside the West.*? 

By the end of the twentieth century, then, world history writing 
had become highly diversified, even if it remained on the fringes of 
the discipline in most countries. An interpretation of the global past 
dominated by the rise of Europe continued to play a very prominent 
role, but criticism of Eurocentric narratives was on the rise, and 
these critiques came to occupy a more central position than they 
had just one century earlier.“ 

What the story of world history writing demonstrates is that the 
present interest in processes that transcend borders and cultures is 
nothing new, neither in Europe nor in many other regions. 
Historians had long practiced writing the world, or, to be more 
precise, their world—for as we have seen from the brief outline in 
this chapter, the “world” under discussion was by no means always 
the same. Its definition varied according to perspective, to what 
historians and their contemporaries were eager to find out and to 
prove. And it was affected also by patterns of interaction and 
exchange, and by the extent of global interconnectedness. The 
universal histories of the eighteenth century were based on 
experiences that differed from those that had produced the 
ecumenical world histories of antiquity; different, too, from the view 
of the world around 1900, informed by the idea of the civilizing 
mission; and from the discussion triggered by globalization in the 
present day. Of equal importance to differences in time were 
regional differences. For all their areas of overlap, Liang Qichao’s 
world was not the same as that of his German contemporary Karl 
Lamprecht. Global history was—and remains today—a particular 
perspective, and this means that it is shaped by the conditions of the 
time and place in which it emerges. 

This understanding—that ways of relating to the world, and in 
fact the notion of “world” itself, have a history—is an important 
insight, and it should serve us a warning as well. Current 
assumptions about the globalization process should not be regarded 
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as timeless. Global history today differs from its precursors in 
important respects. The most fundamental of these are its emphasis 
on entanglements and integration and its determination to move 
beyond earlier notions, among them the concepts of discrete 
civilizations, of European diffusion, and of teleological narratives. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Competing approaches 





The current interest in global history is not radically new. In a 
number of fields—such as the history of imperialism and 
colonialism, the history of mobility and migration, some areas of 
intellectual history, and more recently environmental history— 
historians long ago began crossing boundaries and challenging the 
prevailing compartmentalization of the past. Global historians today 
are indebted to these precedents. While they are not the direct heirs 
of older traditions of world history writing, they nevertheless ask 
some of the same questions, and they travel some of the same roads. 
Here, too, a claim to radical newness would be misleading. 

In the academic marketplace, global history currently competes 
with a number of other approaches that all attempt to come to terms 
with the dynamics of the modern world. From a larger pool of 
possibilities, this chapter presents five approaches that remain of 
particular valence today: comparative studies, transnational history, 
world-systems theory, postcolonial studies, and the concept of 
multiple modernities. Not all of these belong exclusively to the 
discipline of history; neither do they all aspire to explain global 
processes and dynamics in their entirety. The following sections will 
present each approach and discuss the extent to which global 
history perspectives can draw on its ideas. 

Before we enter this discussion, we should note that for all the 
shades of difference between these paradigms, they also have much 
in common. They are by no means hermetically distinct and, in fact, 
influence one another in many different ways. Most important, they 
share a general concern with transcending narrowly national 
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perspectives and going beyond the interpretative hegemony of the 
West. They share also the objective of exploring historical issues 
without confining themselves a priori to the boundaries of nation- 
states, empires, or other political entities. This distinguishes them 
from much of the history written over the past 150 years, when 
historical scholarship almost everywhere was closely linked to the 
project of nation-state building. When discussing the specific 
features and limits of each of these approaches, we should therefore 
keep in mind that their agendas and concerns coalesce in many 
ways. 


Comparative history 


In the long history of world historical thinking, comparative studies 
have a venerable tradition, ranging from ancient ecumenical 
perspectives (that compared one’s own civilization to the barbarism 
of the neighbors) to the juxtaposition of macro-regions that 
characterizes much of twentieth-century world history. Historical 
sociology, such as Max Weber’s quest for the origins of modern 
capitalism and the large-scale analyses of statehood, revolutions, 
and social change that were fashionable in the heyday of 
modernization theory, has been particularly prone to take the 
comparative approach. In recent years, however, this method has 
come under assault from a literature that celebrates connections and 
flows and has grown skeptical of the rigid language of the social 
sciences. In some quarters, global history has been introduced as an 
antidote to comparative frameworks. However, comparative history 
in recent years has taken a global turn as well, and indeed there are 
no inherent contradictions between the two approaches. 

To begin with, it is useful to remind ourselves that no historian 
can do without comparisons altogether. Virtually every 
interpretation and historical evaluation depends on a comparative 
judgment of some kind. Any reference to change (or stagnation), to 
specificities, or to peculiar characteristics relies on notions of 
difference vis-a-vis earlier periods, other social groups, or other 
societies. Much of the terminology that historians employ—think of 
concepts such as development and revolution—hinges on 
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contrasting images, periods, and events. At least implicitly, it is 
difficult to imagine a work of historical interpretation that could 
eschew a comparative lens altogether. 

For historians seeking answers to some of the big historical 
questions posed on a global scale, a comparative framework would 
seem mandatory: Why did the Industrial Revolution happen in 
England first, and not in China? Why did Spanish ships reach the 
Americas in 1492, and not the other way around? Did indigenous 
societies in Australia and Africa reshape their environmental 
conditions less dramatically than did Europeans? Why was 
Tokugawa Japan able to prevent massive deforestation, while no 
other early modern society undertook to do so? Questions such as 
these are impossible to address without engaging in systematic 
comparative work. 

The advantages of the comparative approach are not difficult to 
see. It moves us beyond single cases and thus opens up a 
conversation between different historical trajectories and 
experiences. Comparisons also compel historians to ask clear-cut 
questions and pursue problem-oriented research strategies; they 
insist that researchers go beyond purely descriptive narratives and 
thus ensure analytical rigor in historical inquiries. Finally, 
comparisons are an appropriate tool for situations in which direct 
contact and exchange are minimal, as becomes obvious when we 
look at independent cases across time. For example, we can compare 
the rise of the first city civilizations, from Mesopotamia in the third 
millennium B.C.E., via Hierakonpolis in Egypt, Harappa and 
Mohenjo Daro in the Indus valley, all the way to the first Mayan 
cities that flourished approximately two thousand years later. Such a 
study can tell us much about the factors that allowed powerful 
urban conglomerates, based on the division of labor and new social 
hierarchies, to emerge.' 

While comparisons can thus be of great heuristic value, they also 
have their limitations. Some of them are general challenges facing 
all comparative historians. For example, comparisons tend to 
homogenize the subjects under discussion and to level out internal 
differences. When juxtaposing Chinese and Dutch art, Argentine and 
Nigerian history writing, or social mobility in Russia and Mexico, 
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the structure of the “experiment” tends to flatten the heterogeneity 
within each case. 

When using comparisons as a tool to write the history of the 
world, two problems become particularly salient. First, there is the 
spectre of teleology. Comparisons measure against a common 
yardstick and gauge individual cases against a standard, even if that 
standard is not explicitly defined. Frequently, development in one 
case looks less impressive, and a rhetoric of “lack” is employed to 
describe various kinds of backwardness and situations of “not yet.” 
Second, comparison—especially in its sociological incarnation as 
“systematic comparison”—typically suffers from what we could call 
the fiction of autonomy. The two cases are treated as distinct and 
essentially unrelated, for too much contact would necessarily 
complicate—or, in the language of the social sciences, 
“contaminate”—the conclusions that we can draw. Many macro- 
comparisons have thus operated under the assumption that their 
subjects have developed more or less independently of each other.’ 

One product of these two characteristics—teleology and the 
fiction of autonomy—is the narrative of uniqueness that for a long 
time has populated our history books. Whole societies—most 
prominently Germany, Russia, and Japan—appear to have departed 
from some standard trajectory to follow a deviant path, a Sonderweg. 
On the other side of the same coin are narratives of exceptionalism, 
such as in the case of the United States. In world history writing, the 
case that has attracted the greatest attention is the alleged 
“European miracle,” Europe’s unique path into modernity. 

It is important to be aware that such narratives of uniqueness are 
in part produced by the comparative approach itself. With its focus 
on social change generated primarily by internal factors rather than 
as the result of interaction and exchange, comparison tends to create 
and reproduce stories of national and/or civilizational particularity. 
This is ultimately also the case in revisionist studies that are 
explicitly directed against the Eurocentric paradigm and 
exceptionalist interpretations. As long as they compare more or less 
independent cases, similarities become difficult to explain, and such 
studies are left to marvel at the “strange parallels” that they 
discover.’ 
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A number of proposals have been made to correct these 
shortcomings. Transfer histories, entangled histories, and connected 
histories are the candidates suggested most frequently.* Their focus 
is on the connections and exchanges, on the back and forth of 
people, ideas, and things across boundaries. Clearly, transfer 
histories and comparisons are not mutually exclusive. Most subjects 
share at least a degree of connectedness; on the other hand, it can 
also be instructive to compare different forms of transfer: Why did 
soccer travel to Argentina and Ghana but not to India and the 
United States? Why did some Native American groups adopt 
Christianity more readily than others? Why have people 
acknowledged some results of interaction while denying others, such 
as medieval Europe’s indebtedness to Islamic science? 

Comparative studies have benefited from the challenges posed 
by transfer and connected histories and have as a result become 
more dynamic and process-oriented. However, histories of transfers 
also remain wedded to the idea of preexisting entities and thus run 
into some of the same difficulties. The key limitation common to 
both comparisons and transfer studies is that they follow a bilateral 
logic; that is, they look at similarities/differences and connections 
between two cases. Such a framework is insufficient. The economic 
crisis of 1929, for example, had effects on many businesses around 
the world, even if they were not directly linked; a preoccupation 
with transfers and direct interactions would in a circumstance like 
this clearly be limiting. In the last instance, the methodological 
shortcomings of both comparisons and transfer/connected histories 
can be located in their binary structure. 

In the global history field, therefore, comparisons without 
connections and broader contexts are increasingly rare. An 
influential work that attempts to fuse comparative and transfer 
histories is Kenneth Pomeranz’s book, The Great Divergence. In 
essence, the work is a comparison of economic development in 
England and the Yangtze Delta. But Pomeranz complicates the 
dichotomic framework in two important ways. On the one hand, he 
seeks to avoid the issue of normativity and teleology by using a 
“reciprocal comparative method,” by which England becomes the 
yardstick for China—and vice versa. The intention is not to inquire 
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solely as to why the Shanghai region did not develop in the same 
way as Lancashire, but rather also to “entertain the possibility that 
Europe could have been a China.”° On the other hand, Pomeranz 
moves beyond a “systematic” comparison by emphasizing the 
different ways in which England and the Yangtze Delta were 
connected with the outside world. After discussing the range of 
internal factors conventionally mustered to explain Britain’s take-off 
versus China’s stagnation, he concludes that it was Britain’s imperial 
hinterland and its access to North American markets that made the 
difference. English economic development can only be explained, 
argues Pomeranz, when it is globally embedded. “Forces outside the 
market and conjunctures beyond Europe deserve a central place in 
explaining why western Europe’s otherwise largely unexceptional 
core achieved unique breakthroughs and wound up as the privileged 
center of the nineteenth century’s new world economy.”° 

For global historians, macro-comparisons can remain a useful 
tool. In a world of flows and exchanges, some questions require a 
comparative view. The old days of the rigid and “systematic” 
comparison of independent cases may, however, be over. 
Increasingly, comparisons no longer confine themselves to a binary 
framework but instead take into account the larger world that 
encompasses—and frequently structures—their object of study. In 
traditional comparisons the global perspective was a construction of 
historians, not based on concrete links and interactions, and thus 
entirely in the eye of the beholder. This has now begun to change. 
Comparative historians increasingly take global history as their 
point of departure, and pursue their inquiries against a backdrop of 
global contexts. Indeed, some of the most exciting work in the 
global history field has used a comparative lens, albeit with a 
difference. Instead of taking two units—two countries, two cities, 
two social movements—as separate and given, they place them 
squarely within systemic contexts to which they both relate and 
respond in different ways. By situating the two in a common global 
situation, the comparisons themselves become part of the global 
history approach.’ 


Transnational history 
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While many comparative studies with a global scope are large in 
scale, encompassing whole empires and civilizations, transnational 
history focuses on phenomena that are geographically much more 
limited. In contrast to the comparative framework, the 
“transnational” focuses on the fluid and interwoven dimensions of 
the historical process, studying societies in the context of the 
entanglements that have shaped them, and to which they have 
contributed in turn. To what extent did processes that transcended 
state borders impact social dynamics? In addressing such issues, 
transnational history gives particular attention to the role of 
mobility, circulation, and transfers. Albeit not unrelated, 
transnational differs from international, in that it not only explores a 
country’s foreign relations, for instance diplomacy or foreign trade, 
but also examines the extent to which societies were penetrated and 
shaped by external forces. There is also a particular interest in 
transnational organizations—NGOs, companies, transnational public 
spheres—that are not limited to state actors and not bound by state 
borders. Transnational studies explore the ways in which a country 
was situated in the world—and how the world, conversely, reached 
deep into individual societies.® 

Thus defined, transnational history is not necessarily new but 
harks back to a long tradition of works concerned with tracing flows 
and exchanges beyond national borders. The clustering of such 
approaches and the arrival of the term “transnational,” however, 
only happened in the 1990s, when the rhetoric of globalization 
seemed to undermine the power of the nation-state, and historians 
began to look for ways to transcend the methodological nationalism 
of the social sciences. Since then, we can observe an increase in 
transnational perspectives in many parts of the world: studies that 
span the Indian Ocean or the Atlantic, focus on permeable border 
regions in the Andes or in Eastern Europe, and so on. Although the 
history of one’s own nation remains the privileged form of 
historiography almost everywhere, this development attests to an 
increased demand for alternative spatial visions. Transnational 
research agendas are very much the order of the day in many 
countries, sometimes with the implicit goal of avoiding the 
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vocabulary of a global history perceived as oversized or even 
presumptuous. 

Nevertheless, the relationship between transnational and global 
perspectives is close. They share the objective of transcending 
container thinking and the compartmentalization of historical 
reality, and both seek to go beyond what are essentially internalist 
analyses. Specific to the transnational approach is a recognition of 
the powerful role that nation-states have played in much of the 
world over the last two centuries. It has helped to render national 
histories more dynamic and attuned to the complexities of the 
historical process. Many studies that have emerged do not aim to 
abandon national history entirely, but rather to expand and thus to 
“transnationalize” it. 

Thomas Benders A Nation among Nations is an influential 
attempt to rethink and above all reframe the modern history of the 
United States. It will serve as an example that illustrates both the 
benefits and the limits of the transnational approach. Triumphantly 
proclaimed as a work that marks “the end of American history as we 
have known it,” the book begins with the insight that “national 
histories are part of global histories; each nation is a province 
among the provinces that make up the world.” Accordingly, Bender 
situates five major episodes of North American history—colonial 
history, the American Revolution, the Civil War, empire, and the 
welfare state—in the broader transnational and global currents of 
the times. In his reinterpretation of the revolution, for example, 
Bender demonstrates the extent to which both the British-French 
rivalry and the Haitian Revolution influenced events in colonial 
America. Beyond the North Atlantic, Bender links the revolution to 
other late eighteenth-century revolts and thus connects the struggle 
for independence to similar events in Peru and Cairo, Brazil and 
Bengal. The chapter on slavery successfully takes the issue out of the 
civil war framework and shows the extent to which what is often 
seen as a uniquely American problematic was actually part of a 
broader movement toward abolition around the world. 

Benders book very effectively destabilizes conventional 
narratives focused on interior development. It moves beyond 
exceptionalism, as the “nation cannot be its own historical 
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context.”!° He shows that what historians heretofore have frequently 
read as aberrations of the national trajectory—such as empire after 
1898—was instead an integral part of broader global developments. 
A Nation among Nations thus shares with many recent works in the 
transnational bracket the aim to arrive at more nuanced, more fully 
entangled histories of the nation-state. Living up to the promises of 
its title, it is primarily interested in a better understanding of the 
national past. Bender’s professed goal is a “new framing of U.S. 
history,” and a better understanding of “the central themes of 
American history.” 

In some ways, of course, this means holding fast to the very 
entity that this approach claims to transcend. This is a tension 
inherent in the term trans-national itself. Taken literally, it would 
seem to imply that this is a historical approach inapplicable to the 
early modern age, before the formation of nation-states. “I have to 
confess,” admits C. A. Bayly, “that I find ‘transnational’ a restrictive 
term for the sort of work which I am interested in. Before 1850, 
large parts of the globe were not dominated by nations so much as 
by empires, city-states, diasporas, etc.”'* And also after 1850, the 
concept clearly works better for most Western societies than for 
many other parts of the world. To make it less normative, some 
authors have suggested alternative formulations such as “trans- 
regional” or “trans-local.”'® 

More important, on a methodological level, the transnational 
approach frequently only gestures at the global, without fully 
confronting its challenges. Bender, for example, relies primarily on 
wide-ranging comparisons and emphasizes parallels, complemented 
by passages that stress interaction and connection; larger global 
structures, by contrast, appear primarily as background and are less 
explicitly linked to developments within the United States. This is 
characteristic of much work in the transnational paradigm, in which 
the global better serves as a foil against which to situate the 
national than as a context in which to address questions of cause 
and effect systematically. 


World-systems theory 
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While comparative and transnational approaches take individual 
cases and nations as their points of departure, world-systems theory 
starts with the reverse assumption that larger regional blocks and 
“systems” are the primary units of historical analysis, and that all 
smaller entities are derivative of these larger structures. In the 
1970s and 1980s, the history of the world-system became the most 
important macro-historical alternative to modernization theory as a 
framework for thinking about change on a global scale. Taking their 
cues from Immanuel Wallerstein’s currently four-volume account, 
historians in this tradition have highlighted the systemic nature of 
the international state system and the capitalist economic order. 
Wallerstein’s model, indebted to the work of scholars like Karl 
Polanyi and Fernand Braudel, represented a new paradigm of world- 
historical analysis. While in some respects it adhered to the 
centrifugal logic of the history of European expansion, it also sought 
to move away from it with an emphasis on systemic processes. 

The concept of the world-system is often misunderstood. First, 
Wallerstein distinguishes between two different forms of world- 
systems, namely world-economies and world-empires. World- 
empires are oriented towards the political integration of extensive 
territories, while world-economies are based on the integration of 
markets. However, a “world-economy” is not necessarily a market 
structure spanning the entire planet. Rather, the term describes a 
more or less autonomous region able to satisfy most of its material 
needs internally. It is characterized by the division of labor and an 
intensive exchange of goods within a large geographic region, and 
across internal political boundaries within this region. Historically, 
therefore, multiple world-economies have often existed side by side. 
Braudel, for instance, speaks of separate world-economies in the 
cases of Russia (at least prior to Peter the Great), the Ottoman 
Empire, pre-modern South Asia, and China.'* 

In this paradigm, the trading system centered on Europe was for 
a long time just one among many. The out-sized importance 
acquired by the European world-economy is explained by the 
circumstance that it gave rise to today’s globalized economy. Having 
emerged in the sixteenth century, the European world-system 
successively incorporated other regions into an interdependent 
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nexus of core, periphery, and semi-periphery. As it grew in expanse, 
the core of this European world-system also shifted: from Spain via 
Portugal and Holland to France and, since the nineteenth century, to 
England and then to the United States. Other regions—first Eastern 
Europe and Latin America, followed in succession by Africa and the 
various regions of Asia—were gradually added to the European 
world-system.'° The question of how far back we can trace the 
origins of the capitalist world-system is much debated among 
adherents to this approach, with suggestions ranging from the 
sixteenth and thirteenth century all the way back to the third 
millennium B.C.E.'° 

From the perspective of current global history approaches, 
world-systems theory has a number of drawbacks. Three criticisms 
merit mention here. First and foremost, studies based in this method 
frequently display a form of economistic reductionism that can give 
them a one-dimensional feel. Within the economic realm proper, the 
paradigm tends to ignore the dynamics and mutability of capitalism, 
such as the shift from the primacy of merchant capital to that of 
industrial capital. The concept of capitalism on which the theory is 
based (defined as an “endless accumulation of capital”)’” is so 
generalized that historical specifics frequently fall by the wayside. A 
more serious failing, however, is the way in which other factors of 
supra-regional and global integration—political rule, social 
dynamics, cultural interpretations and cosmologies—are treated as 
less relevant, ultimately only of secondary importance. As a result, 
too little attention is given to the degree to which the integration of 
markets was itself the product of an asymmetrical balance of power. 

Second, one can gain the impression that Wallerstein and other 
historians of his school essentially presupposed the systems context 
rather than actually developing it on the basis of real-world 
examples, let alone proving its existence. The embedding of local 
developments in global contexts can thus seem somewhat 
perfunctory or even dogmatic.'® And third, the world-systems 
approach has not discarded an element of Eurocentrism. This is, in a 
sense, paradoxical. After all, in the spirit of the Marx and Engel’s 
Communist Manifesto, this was precisely the point of world-systems 
theory—to avoid the pitfall of explaining the rise of Europe 
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internalistically, from within. However, even if the systemic 
approach sought this end, the upshot was still the successive 
integration of the world into the European world-system. At times 
one has the impression that Wallerstein has projected the economic 
dominance of Europe (and the U.S.) in the twentieth century back to 
the sixteenth century.!” 

While there are thus limits to the approach, especially in its 
more dogmatic and less empirical incarnations, important ideas 
from world-systems theory have been very influential and continue 
to be so today. This is true, first, of the decision not to accept 
political entities a priori as the boundaries of analysis, but instead to 
trace the actual scope of entanglements and interconnections and 
work from there. This turn against the methodological nationalism 
of conventional historiography also means that entities such as 
nation-states and societies are not simply taken as givens; rather, 
their genesis is itself understood as the product of global processes 
and the dynamics of the world economy. 

Second, the concept of gradual “incorporation” into a context 
dominated by Europe has proven useful for understanding the 
dynamics of the modern world. To be sure, the terminology may 
appear rigid and not attuned to the complexity of specific historical 
situations, and the term “incorporation” may betray a Eurocentric 
bias. But for an exploration of one of the key questions of global 
development—the emergence of structures of hegemony that are not 
defined by political conquest alone—Wallerstein’s work provides 
important ideas. More generally, and third, it underlines the 
importance of a concept of structured change on a macro-level. Not 
all historians will want to adopt the language of systems, in which 
differentiated individual elements based on the division of labor are 
viewed as unified wholes in their relationships to one another. But 
whatever the terminology, without an idea of structured forms 
interdependency—economically, but also politically and culturally— 
it is difficult to come to terms with the logic of the related and at 
the same time differentiated change that has shaped the world over 
the past centuries. Such an approach promises to override any glib 
talk of circulation and “flows” and to tie the discussion back to 
material conditions. In addition, it can guard against assuming, 
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without closer scrutiny, that social development has an autonomous 
internal dynamic of its own. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the approach continues to be an 
important tool for many historians exploring the global dimension 
of the past.” In some fields—the history of slavery, for example— 
the impact of world-systems thinking has been particularly marked. 
Newer studies take a view of the market that differs from 
Wallerstein’s somewhat static notion, include social and cultural 
dynamics, and above all emphasize local sites and subaltern agency 
in bringing about social change. More recent world-systems 
perspectives (the notion of a “unified theory” is increasingly 
questioned) thus arrive at much more subtle and nuanced accounts 
that connect macro-levels and the local in innovative ways.”! 

Beyond the world-systems approach, a broadly conceived 
Marxist framework remains today an indispensable tool for many 
interpretations in global history. Such interpretations share with the 
world-systems perspective the conviction that studies of social 
conflicts should not consider the inner-workings of the individual 
society alone, but need to take account as well of larger power 
constellations and the ways in which they generate and energize 
change. Historians using this approach have long discarded 
mechanistic models of base and superstructure and of teleological 
stages of development, and instead aim to grasp capitalism as a 
historically specific formation that structures, and is in turn 
constituted by, social antagonisms and cultural dispositions. The 
impact of Marxist theory has moved well beyond the narrow 
confines of economic history and has been crucial for building 
sophisticated arguments about cultural change as well.” 


Postcolonial studies 


While the emphasis of world-systems perspectives is generally on 
the macro-level and on processes of economic integration, 
postcolonial studies have since the 1980s made major contributions 
to an understanding of the intricacies of interactions across cultural 
borders. This approach builds on the premise that the modern world 
is based on a colonial order that in some regions goes back as far as 
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the sixteenth century, as a result of the European conquest of the 
Americas. The colonial formatting of the world not only affected 
forms of domination and economic exploitation, but was also 
reflected in the categories of knowledge, in concepts of the past, and 
in visions of the future. In the wake of Edward Said’s seminal 1978 
book Orientalism, postcolonial scholars have been particularly 
concerned with the orders of cognition and the regimes of 
knowledge that historically sustained the colonial project.” 

Postcolonial studies represented an important and productive 
response to many of the shortcomings of modernization theory. 
Much of its early work, stimulated by the subaltern studies 
collective, focused on South Asia, but as a paradigm it soon began to 
be applied to other places, such as Latin America and Africa. Global 
historians can benefit from its insights as well. To be sure, 
postcolonial scholars have not proposed any grand narratives of the 
history of the entire world. On the contrary, many are cautious to 
avoid sweeping generalizations and master narratives that culminate 
in the modern West, wary of a rhetoric of the “global” that they 
read as an imperialist discourse of domination. In this view, what is 
called the “global” is essentially a product of colonialism and of 
imperialist incursions into local life-worlds. 

Nevertheless, the postcolonial critique of the modernization 
paradigm has provided a wealth of ideas fruitful for our 
understanding of the global past. Three aspects in particular deserve 
further consideration. First, the postcolonial approach affords 
sophisticated insights into the dynamics of transcultural exchange. 
An emphasis on the complexities of individual agency, on locally 
specific modes of appropriation, on strategic modifications, and on 
mechanisms of hybridization can function as an important 
corrective to macro-historical models of world history in which 
transfers are often understood in rather simple terms of diffusion 
and adaptation. A crucial ingredient of such analysis is the 
recognition that many of the categories that we use to explain 
historical change have originated in response to the colonial 
encounter itself. For example, postcolonial historians have 
demonstrated that the construction of difference through categories 
such as caste, religion (e.g., Islam vs. Hinduism), and race has been 
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in large part the product of interventions and negotiations in the 
context of colonialism.’ 

Second, postcolonial approaches take the entanglements of the 
modern world as the point of departure for their transnational 
historiography. They do not treat nations and civilizations as 
naturally existing historical entities, but are interested in the ways 
in which entities such as “India” and “Europe” were constructed in 
the context of global circulation. The result is an emphasis on the 
relational constitution of the modern world. Such a perspective runs 
contrary to a Eurocentric world historiography based on the notion 
that Euro-American development has taken place in isolation from 
the rest of the world and can therefore be understood purely from 
within. By contrast, postcolonial approaches seek to overcome the 
tunnel vision that explains the history of Europe internally. 

This leads, third, to the awareness that processes of global 
integration need to be situated within unequal (colonial) power 
structures. This sensitivity to the issue of power forms 
postcolonialism’s most important critique of modernization theory, 
and of the variants of world history derived from it. The increasing 
interconnectedness of the modern world cannot be separated from 
the colonial conditions under which those connections were formed. 
This emphasis trumps the hasty assumptions about the “naturalness” 
of globalization that are commonplace in many works of economic 
history. In this literature we often encounter anonymous processes 
of market convergence, the adjustment of commodity prices, and the 
supra-regional integration of labor markets that are made to appear 
almost as if they were the outcome of historical laws, governed 
solely by Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.” In reality, the integration 
of markets was inseparable from the very visible fist of imperialism. 
It depended on forced and indentured labor, on the extraction of 
raw materials, the forcible “opening” of markets (as in Latin 
America and East Asia), and on imperialist financial control such as 
that imposed on the Ottoman Empire and Qing China. What in 
many accounts appears as self-generating “globalization” was in fact 
structured by colonialism. 

Together with world-systems theory, postcolonial studies 
remains one of the most productive paradigms on which global 
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historians can draw. At the same time, the global approach must 
also be understood as a response to the impasse at which 
postcolonial studies has found itself. Since the 1990s, postcolonial 
studies have come under fire on several counts. Two dimensions of 
this critique are particularly pertinent here, as they affect the 
usefulness of the approach for a global analysis. 

The first concerns the concept of culture. As postcolonial studies 
originated amid the cultural turn in the humanities, much of its 
work has focused on issues of discourse and representation. In one 
emphatic pronouncement, colonialism was declared to be “first of 
all a matter of consciousness” that needed “to be defeated ultimately 
in the minds of men.”* Consequently, postcolonial scholars have 
been accused of privileging cultural explanations at the expense of 
political and economic structures. Related to this is the problem that 
postcolonial approaches were not immune to a latent nationalism, as 
displayed by the use of quasi-nativist notions of the “own” culture. 
Critiques of Western modernity often go hand in hand with attempts 
to rehabilitate alternative experiences and indigenous worldviews. 
Even though the vast majority of postcolonial historians have 
concentrated on the modern period, their analyses have sometimes 
been guided by an idealized image of the premodern, precolonial 
past. In this, they have not always managed to avoid lapsing from 
criticism of Western essentialisms into a cultural essentialism of 
their own.”° 

Second, the postcolonial paradigm rests on a very general and 
therefore not always useful concept of colonialism. The assumption 
that the world has been ordered along colonial lines since 1492 
tends to downplay the fundamental differences between the various 
forms of colonial rule, which range from extractive empires of the 
early modern era to complex structures of informal empire-building 
in the present day. Applying a homogenized concept of colonialism 
risks leveling the spatial and temporal specificity of different forms 
of rule, societal differences, and varieties of cultural dynamics. 
Moreover, the emphasis on modern colonialism has limited the 
effectiveness of the approach when it comes to explaining the 
history of parts of the world that were not colonized by Europe or 
the United States. And, finally, privileging the colonizer/colonized 
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divide as the fundamental explanatory framework imposes a binary 
logic that for all its insights ultimately remains restrictive. It lacks 
the capacity to take account of a complex globalizing world. 


Multiple modernities 


One of the astonishing features of 1990s political theory was the 
quite improbable comeback of the concept of civilization. 
Civilizational narratives were preeminent in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, but since the days of Buckle, Guizot, 
Nikolai Danilevsky, and, more recently, Spengler and Toynbee, the 
genre has seemed moribund. It is all the more remarkable, therefore, 
that it has recently gained a renewed currency. After the demise of 
the bipolar ideology of the Cold War, civilizations appeared in many 
places as the natural units with which to think through rapid global 
change and to explain conflicts in a globalizing world. The term 
“civilization” has proved particularly popular outside of Europe, for 
instance in the Islamic world and East Asia. It mediates between 
individual lives and local contexts on the one hand, and anonymous 
processes at the global level on the other. Adding to its appeal, the 
concept eases a move away from the Eurocentrism of much history 
writing as it attaches greater importance to political and cultural 
dynamics internal to the respective civilizations.” 

The version of the civilization discourse with the greatest 
scholarly impact is based on a concept known by the convenient 
catchword “multiple modernities.” One of its more theoretically 
elaborated versions was formulated by the Israeli sociologist Shmuel 
N. Eisenstadt. Eisenstadt builds on classical modernization theory 
while seeking to overcome its teleological structure. With this as his 
goal, he insists on the need to recognize as valid multiple modes of 
historical development, a diversity of visions for the future, and the 
fundamental normative equality of different cultural and societal 
trajectories. Drawing on American sociologist Talcott Parsons’s 
structural functionalism, Eisenstadt developed a cross-regional 
analysis of patterns of social order and integration—without, 
however, equating the process of modernization with that of 
Westernization. His attempts to overcome the Eurocentrism of 
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traditional modernization theory are aimed at pluralizing the paths 
leading to modernity. 

The concept of multiple modernities also challenges a second 
pillar of modern social theory, namely the axiom of secularization. 
Accounts of the plurality of paths toward modernization gave rise to 
the insight that social transformation does not in fact lead more or 
less automatically to a decline in religious affiliations, as had been 
postulated in standard modernization theory. This realization led to 
a reevaluation of the role of religion and of the long-term impact of 
religious traditions. Not only in Spengler and Toynbee, but also in 
more recent formulations, scholars see the concept of civilization as 
rooted in the sociology of religion. 

The catchphrase “multiple modernities” contains an explicit 
criticism of the notion that all modernizing societies will follow the 
cultural program of modernity as it developed in Europe. Instead, 
the term underscores the continued existence of cultural 
configurations and mentalities that have an influence on the 
transformative social processes that produce modernity. Even the 
breakdown of traditional authorities and “disenchantment” with 
customary value systems, many scholars claim, have not put an end 
to the variability of cultural paradigms. “One of the most important 
implications of the term ‘multiple modernities’ is that modernity and 
Westernization are not identical; Western patterns of modernity are 
not the only ‘authentic’ modernities, though they [...] continue to 
be a basic reference point for others.””° 

This critical turn away from a hegemonic Western modernity— 
and hence from the assumption shared by most models of social 
theory since the nineteenth century that cultures are becoming 
increasingly homogenized—has been taken up by many scholars in a 
variety of fields. Prominent examples include the expert on 
Buddhism, Stanley Tambiah, and the Confucianism expert, Tu Wei- 
ming, both at Harvard University. Tu has developed the notion of a 
(Confucian) Chinese modernity, which rejects the concept of the 
self-contained individual on which classical modernization theory 
was premised, and focuses instead on social connections, cohesion, 
and collectives. It is not, however, always clear to what extent Tu’s 
is an analytical perspective that traces the influence of Confucianism 
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on social change in China up to the present day, and to what extent 
it is a normative, political position calling for a renewal of 
Confucian humanism and claiming a leading role for China in the 
future of Asia and the broader world.”° 

For a global history perspective, the anti-Eurocentric agenda of 
multiple modernities—some scholars speak of “alternative 
modernities’—is an important point of reference.*° Particularly 
useful are its goal of understanding social and cultural 
transformation as a process distinct from Westernization and its 
focus on the complex relationship of transfer and diffusion on the 
one hand and the role of internal traditions on the other. Processes 
of structural differentiation did not lead to identical results 
everywhere. Underlying this approach is the normative attempt to 
liberate analysis of non-Western societies from concepts such as 
imitation, or original and copy, and the intent to recognize, in 
principle, the equality of a whole host of first-hand experiences of 
modernization. 

Heuristically, therefore, the concept can be useful. On a 
theoretical level, however, it is not wholly convincing. Three 
objections merit mention. First, the program of multiple modernities 
is still relatively vague and its argumentation restricted to the field 
of culture. It is therefore not always clear whether multiple 
modernities consist in a virtually limitless range of social models 
without any substantial connection to unifying structures. If that is 
the case, the question arises, what makes them all modern? More 
often, the program seems ultimately to be driving at the idea of a 
single modernity, defined by the usual sociological parameters of 
functional differentiation, rationalization, and “disenchantment,” 
embodied in state bureaucracy and capitalist market mechanisms. If 
that is the goal, however, one should speak of variations on 
modernity; i.e. one modernity with a diversity of cultural 
manifestations. 

Second, many proponents of the concept identify a 
modernization dynamic specific to each civilization, but treat each 
as a largely self-contained unit. The territorially fixed (national) 
society is thus replaced by a more or less hermetically sealed 
civilization, whose development is conceived as endogenous and 
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dependent on its distinctive cultural traits. The homogeneity of each 
civilization is rarely challenged. Moreover, its cultural substance 
(and its institutional dynamics) is frequently deemed to consist in 
religion, an assumption that is particularly problematic when it is 
used to explain social continuity up to the present. The focus on 
cultural difference then runs the risk of turning into culturalism of a 
sort that harbors the danger of essentialization—the assumption 
each civilization has a timeless, immutable cultural essence, 
incompatible with that of any other. 

Third, and finally: It is to the credit of this model that it 
explicitly acknowledges the cultural autonomy of various parts of 
the world, and does not equate modernity with the spread of 
Western ideas and institutions. However, by postulating the 
civilization as a discrete unit of analysis defined by autonomous 
processes of cultural development, the long history of its 
interactions is ignored. The history of the modern age is then read 
as consisting of analogous, autopoietic civilizations, with little 
regard given to the long history of entanglements or to the systemic 
integration of the world. Reducing complex and locally specific 
histories of cultural transformation to an indigenous prehistory of 
the modern thus tends to obfuscate the larger structures and power 
asymmetries that have brought the modern world into being.*! 
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CHAPTER 4 


Global history as a distinct approach 





The recent trend towards global perspectives is a broad movement. 
As we have seen in the last chapter, a whole range of approaches 
contribute, each in its own way, to our understanding of a past 
viewed outside the framework of the nation-state. Beyond this 
multiplicity, however, and building on these other variant modes of 
engaging the world, a more distinct global history approach has 
begun to emerge. In this chapter, I will introduce a number of 
characteristic traits that many recent forays into the field share. 
Taken together, they form the methodological core of what global 
history signifies as an approach. Special emphasis will be given to 
the notion of global integration, or structured transformations on a 
global level. 

We can best understand the features of global history when 
pitting them against an ideal type—an admittedly oversimplified 
portrayal—of the older tradition of world history. We should keep in 
mind, however, that this juxtaposition of world and global history is 
a heuristic move. It suggests a clear delineation between an older 
approach and a sophisticated modern approach, while in practice 
many historians use the two terms interchangeably. 

The concept of world history has a history that reaches back 
several centuries. Today, it remains the name of a school subject in 
many countries, generally designating a narrative that encompasses 
the entire world or that looks comparatively at large geographical 
regions. World histories thus usually follow a macro agenda, 
typically striving for a full picture of the planet’s past—or, as is 
characteristic in many non-Western countries, they deal with “the 
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rest of the world,” with everything that happened outside one’s own 
nation. There are also world histories of specific topics: world 
histories of empire, of state-formation, of courtly encounters, and 
world histories of sugar, of tea, and of cotton. In most cases, they 
trace these institutions and goods not only across the planet, but 
through time as well, sometimes taking the story all the way from 
antiquity to the present.’ 

As their points of departure, macro-perspectives of this sort 
operate with large-scale comparisons of societies or, more typically, 
whole civilizations. In most older world histories, interactions and 
exchange between these enormous building blocks were not 
ignored, but the main focus was on the different trajectories of the 
civilizations, whose dynamics were primarily depicted as generated 
from within. These parallel histories were then linked by increasing 
diffusion from centers of power to the periphery. In the modern 
period, this diffusion typically assumed the form of a transfer from 
the West to “the rest.” A Eurocentric bias has thus been a rather 
common feature of world histories for a long time, as the title of 
William McNeill’s influential book, The Rise of the West, made no 
attempt to conceal.? 


Features of global history 


The older world histories typically employed a methodology that 
combined comparisons of separate civilizations with a search for 
links between them, the latter explained by processes of diffusion. 
The thinking behind these histories crossed theoretical and 
ideological divides—ranging from modernization theory to Marxism 
and to narratives of civilization—but the mix of comparison and 
diffusion was remarkably constant. By contrast, the keyword most 
immediately associated with the term “global” has been 
“connections.” A whole cascade of related terms—“exchange” and 
“intercourse,” “links” and “entanglements,” “networks” and 
“flows”—are mustered to convey the fluidity and volatility with 
which interactions take place across borders. In lieu of a rather 
stubborn reliance on macro-comparisons, global histories have 
elevated mobility to the throne. 
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This is why most shorthand definitions of global history have 
confined themselves to the happy marriage of comparisons and 
connections, taking the best of what traditional world history had to 
offer and combining it with a sensitivity for the more flexible and 
fluid dimensions of historical change. “Global connections and 
comparisons” greet us from the cover page of C. A. Bayly’s seminal 
Birth of the Modern World, and the shibboleth that connections cum 
comparison are “the stock-in-trade of global history” is reiterated in 
virtually all attempts to define what is specific about the approach.° 

And indeed, a focus on transfers and interactions is a crucial 
ingredient of all recent attempts to understand the global past. The 
mobility of goods, the migration and travel of people, the transfer of 
ideas and institutions: all these processes are the stuff that has 
helped produce the globalized world in which we live, and they are 
the privileged objects of study of many global historians. As we will 
see below, however, connections alone are not sufficient to explain 
the originality of the approach; connections need to be embedded in 
processes of structural transformation, and this on a global scale. 
Before we come to this point, I will first sketch a set of 
methodological choices that are recurrent features of current global 
history, beyond its emphasis on connections. They will be only 
briefly outlined here, as most of the issues are taken up at greater 
length in subsequent chapters. 

First, global historians are not concerned with macroperspectives 
alone. Many seek to situate concrete historical issues and 
phenomena within broader, potentially global contexts. The 
emergence of the notion of “culture” in 1880s Bengal is, 
accordingly, as legitimate a subject of global history inquiry as the 
full planetary history of the entire nineteenth century.* Second, 
global histories experiment with alternative notions of space. They 
typically do not take political or cultural units—nation-states, 
empires, civilizations—as their points of departure. Instead, they 
pose analytical questions and go wherever their questioning leads 
them—across the Bay of Bengal, to nodal points in a network, to 
religious and ethnic diasporas, and so forth. 

This implies, third, that global histories are inherently relational. 
This means that a historical unit—a civilization, a nation, a family— 
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does not develop in isolation, but can only be understood through 
its interactions with others. In fact, many groups only jelled into 
seemingly fixed units as a response to exchange and circulation. 
Attention to the relationality of the past also challenges long- 
accepted interpretations of the history of the world as the “rise of 
the West” and the “European miracle.” Many older world history 
texts locate the driving force of world history in Europe and 
chronicle the spread of European achievements to the rest of the 
world: world history as a one-way street. By contrast, recent studies 
stress the constitutive role played by interactions between regions 
and nations, as well as between Europe and the non-European 
world, in the development of modern societies. Development in 
Europe and the West cannot be explained from within, as an 
autonomous process, but must be seen, at least in part, as the 
product of various processes of exchange.” 

Fourth, as a discipline within the humanities, global history 
forms part of the larger “spatial turn.” One consequence is that the 
relations of constellations in space to other locations—become more 
important. Global historians pay particular attention to the way 
individuals and societies interact with others—and less on 
endogenous change. As a result, spatial metaphors—such as 
territoriality, geopolitics, circulation, and networks—tend to replace 
an older temporal vocabulary of development, time lag, and 
backwardness. This also implies a rejection of the teleologies of 
modernization theory; i.e., a criticism of the notion that societies are 
transformed, as it were, from within, and that the direction of social 
change—from tradition to modernity, for example—is 
predetermined. 

A direct outcome of this is emphasis on the synchronicity of 
historical events. This is the fifth point. To be sure, global historians 
by no means ignore the issue of continuities or path dependencies. 
As C. A. Bayly and others have argued, globalization in the modern 
age built on trajectories influenced by earlier patterns of 
entanglement.° However, by dissociating from the long-term 
perspectives typical of the history of civilizations and by not 
privileging conventional notions of continuity, many global 
historians suggest that greater precedence be given to simultaneity. 
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As is immediately clear from the examples of the Arab Spring 
revolts, synchronous constellations and external forces are often as 
important drivers of social change as long prehistories and 
traditions.” 

Sixth, and crucially, many global histories are self-reflective on 
the issue of Eurocentrism. This is one of the defining features that 
set this approach apart from most older variants of world history 
writing. We will take up this issue in more detail below (chapter 8). 
In practical terms, it generally means that greater emphasis is placed 
on area-studies expertise in history departments than was typical in 
the past. It also implies, seventh, that the positionality of thinking 
about the global past is explicitly recognized. Historians may write 
about the entire planet, but they do so from a particular place, and 
their narratives will partly be colored by the dynamics of that 
location. Looking back, it is obvious that a world history written in 
late sixteenth-century Mexico City would be wildly different from 
one written in Istanbul. But even today, the “world” may appear 
very different when viewed from Accra, Quito, or Harvard Yard. 


Integration and structured transformation 


The final point, to which we now turn, concerns the notion of 
integration. This is a crucial aspect, so we will dwell on it at some 
length. To focus on global integration is a methodological choice 
that distinguishes global history from other approaches that operate 
on large scales. There are two important aspects to this choice: 
global history perspectives go beyond mere studies of connectedness 
by examining large-scale structured integration; and global 
historians pursue the problem of causation up to the global level. 

To begin with the first point: Many world/global historians 
content themselves with studying interactions and connections. 
“Connectedness is part of the human condition, at least as far back 
as we can trace human activity,” John Darwin has recently 
reminded us, only to conclude: “The particular concern of the global 
historian is, or should be, with the history of ‘connectedness’—and 
especially with those forms of connectedness that are oceanic and 
trans- or intercontinental.”? Others have chimed in, maintaining that 
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“the world has never been the site of discrete, unconnected 
communities, that crosscultural interactions and exchanges have 
taken place since the earliest days of human existence on planet 
Earth.”!° 

But a focus on connections alone is not enough to make good 
global history. For, while exchanges of goods, persons, and ideas 
and interactions between groups and societies, even across long 
distances, have been a feature of human life on the planet from the 
beginning, some of the links within this global “human web” were 
crucial to the social make-up of a society, while others remained 
accidental and ephemeral.'’ The magnitude of their impact 
depended not least on the degree to which the world was, at the 
time, integrated—materially, culturally, and politically. 

What does that mean? Take the example of the introduction of 
Western clocks to Japan. When European clocks, hightech products 
of their time, were first brought to Tokugawa Japan in the 
seventeenth century, they were seen primarily as exotic gadgets. 
Their import had no effect on the social regime of time. Quite the 
contrary. While European clock-makers took pride in the fact that 
their watches ran evenly, irrespective of the cycles of the sun, in 
Japan the same clocks had to be converted to accommodate the 
traditional order of time, for the length of Japanese hours depended 
on daylight and consequently varied throughout the year. The 
mechanical clocks had to be readjusted twice a day, and seasonal 
dials were installed to undo, as it were, the new clocks’ 
independence from the cycles of nature. In the seventeenth century, 
then, this technological transfer remained essentially ornamental. 

The situation changed dramatically after 1850, when East Asia 
was incorporated into the political and economic orbit of the West. 
Now, Western temporality was seen as a central ingredient of all 
reform projects, and attempts were made to introduce “new times” 
to Meiji Japan. New technology such as trains, new factories with 
their novel ways of organizing production, and new forms of social 
organization, including schools and the army, all required a new 
time regime. Western watches and clock towers emerged as the 
symbol of the modern; punctuality and notions of progress 
translated Western time into everyday practices, and the 
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introduction of the Gregorian calendar in 1873 abolished the 
traditional methods of time reckoning and prepared Japan for global 
synchronicity. If we compare these two transfer processes, it 
becomes clear that the difference between them lies less in the 
transfers themselves than in the larger geopolitical conditions in 
which they were embedded. The sparse trade contacts of the 
seventeenth century, conducted by the Dutch and carefully 
controlled by the Japanese, had been replaced in the nineteenth 
century by an imperialist world order under British hegemony. In 
this changed context, cultural imports were no longer incorporated 
into local cosmologies, but assumed the force to fundamentally 
transform everyday practices. 1? 

Connections in and of themselves are only a starting point. Their 
significance can vary greatly, so that, depending on a whole range 
of circumstances, the same clock can take on very different levels of 
importance. Global historians need to remember that global 
connections are preceded by conditions and that it is essential to 
thoroughly understand these conditions before they can hope to 
understand the connections themselves. Exchange, in other words, 
may be a surface phenomenon that gives evidence of the basic 
structural transformations that made the exchange possible in the 
first place. Effective global history needs to remain aware of the 
systemic dimension of the past, and of the structured character of 
social change. 

Lest this sound too abstract, let us look briefly at another 
example. When critical intellectuals in Vietnam, Japan, or China 
began to read Marx, this was, rather logically, seen as evidence of 
the transcultural circulation of ideas. Accordingly, traditional 
histories charted the translation process, studied the reception of 
Marxist ideas, and looked for the impact of Marx’s texts on reformist 
thinking in Asia. While these were important facets of the problem, 
the more important causal links, it turned out, lay elsewhere. In this 
case, connectedness proved to be itself the result of social changes 
that had created the conditions under which reading Marx in 
Vietnam began to make political sense. In the last instance, the 
influence of Marx could not be reduced to the power of his 
arguments alone. Rather, aspiring young intellectuals were shaped 
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by the forces and concerns that dominated the times, and the way in 
which they translated, cited, and highjacked Marx’s texts was 
structured by these conditions. Connections—reading Marx—were 
thus primarily an effect of prior social, political, and cultural 
transformations (and not the source of these transformations). 

The original mistake in this example involved, but was not 
limited to, a failure to take the influence of power into 
consideration. If issues of hierarchy and of exploitation are 
sidelined, a preoccupation with connections may blur and indeed 
hinder an accurate understanding of the contours of the global past. 
Failure to note power structures confers agency on everyone who is 
involved in exchange and interactions, and by celebrating mobility 
runs the danger of ignoring the structures that control it. Cross- 
border movements were able to bridge differences between 
societies, but they may also exacerbate conflicts. European 
aristocrats on the Grand Tour and African slaves on the Middle 
Passage all crossed political and cultural boundaries, but it does not 
take much imagination to realize that subsuming them both under 
“connections” is highly ideological. Frequently the people who 
wielded real market power stayed put and benefited from being able 
to ship the huddled masses of their poor across the Atlantic and the 
Pacific. 

This leads us to the second point that merits attention here. 
Unlike other perspectives on past connections, global history 
addresses the question of causation up to the global level. In many 
older world history texts, the analytical status of links and 
interactions was less than explicit. In some works of transnational 
history, too, they ultimately remain external to the core argument, 
and thus ornamental. However, as the world grew increasingly 
integrated, social development could no longer be understood 
without some notion of interdependence, or structured difference. 
“Britain and India came to have very different histories in the 
nineteenth century,” David Washbrook reminds us, “but this was a 
result of the very closeness of their relationship, not their distance— 
social, cultural—from each other. They existed as two sides of the 
same coin, but each with a very different face.”!* A global history 
that aspires to be more than an ecumenical and welcoming 
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repository of happy stories of cross-border encounters, then, needs 
to engage systematically with the issue of structured global 
transformations and their impact on social change. 

Our use of the term “global” here should not be misconstrued as 
necessarily implying a planetary reach. For each issue under study, 
a separate determination must be made as to how far exactly large- 
scale processes and structures extend. In much existing work, 
historians have prematurely confined their inquiries to fixed 
containers and geographical constraints. It would be equally 
fallacious to go to the opposite extreme and presuppose globality in 
every instance. What “global” suggests, therefore, is an openness to 
pursuing links and the question of causality beyond conventional 
containers and spatial units; it denotes “simply the methodological 
concern with experimenting beyond familiar geographical 
boundaries.” 14 

If “comparisons and connections” serves as the conventional 
shorthand for global history, then we must add a third “c”: 
causality, pursued up to a global scale. The decision to focus on 
large forms of structured transformation and integration is a choice 
that sets global history apart from other approaches, such as 
comparative and transnational history. The emphasis on global 
integration will almost certainly raise a host of questions. Does this 
choice make it impossible to write global history about eras before 
integration, and before modernity? Will this choice narrow the 
range of possible topics by insisting on an identifiably global 
causality? Does it compel global historians to study this global level 
explicitly? I will take up these issues in the following chapter. 


Beyond connectivity: competing narratives 


In order to better understand the significance of a non-internalist 
approach, and of the analytical role of global integration, it may be 
helpful to briefly compare the perspective of global history with 
three influential but contrasting ways in which historians have 
hitherto understood and interpreted transformations on a planetary 
scale. Somewhat schematically, we can label them as Western 
exceptionalism, cultural imperialism, and the paradigm of 
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independent origins. I will briefly sketch these three narratives and 
point out their shortcomings when compared to a global history 
approach. 

The first metanarrative, still firmly entrenched in many 
textbooks and general overview works, assumes a general process of 
modernization that originated in Europe and was then gradually 
disseminated around the globe. The defining features of this notion 
of modernity are familiar: the functional differentiation of social 
spheres, such as the economy, politics, the social, and culture; and a 
gradual rationalization of all these spheres, giving birth to a 
capitalist and industrialized economy, the nation-state, and 
meritocratic bureaucracies; the replacement of hereditary estates by 
a class society and the modern individual; and the overcoming of 
traditional and religious cosmologies through what Max Weber 
called the “disenchantment of the world.” 

In principle, these were seen as universal developments, but in 
actual practice they emerged in Europe first and were then 
conveyed to the rest of the world. Such a diffusionist reading— 
epitomized by William McNeill’s The Rise of the West—lay at the 
heart of many older world histories, especially when guided by 
modernization theory, but also in many of the Marxist variants of 
world histories. “For the last thousand years,” as David Landes has 
summarized this narrative, “Europe (the West) has been the prime 
mover of development and modernity.”’° Such _ triumphalist 
formulations have become much less common, so that most 
accounts now replace the unabashed Eurocentrism of earlier days 
with a recognition of the various forms of negotiation and 
adaptation that attended the process. At its core, however, the basic 
assumptions of this narrative are still in place: Europe/the West is 
seen as the locus of innovation, and world history is essentially 
understood as a history of the diffusion of European progress.!6 

Against this formerly dominant view, a second interpretation 
emerged that was based on a radically critical reading of the 
dissemination of Western modernity. This view is associated with 
postcolonial, subaltern, and some Marxist perspectives. In it, 
modernity remains essentially European and is still equated with the 
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march of universal reason. But the spread of modernity is seen not 
as emancipatory but as a process of deprivation. 

There are two different, but related arguments involved. The first 
is the hypothesis that it was Enlightenment univer-salism that lay at 
the root of the West’s expansionist urge. It was only a small step, the 
critique runs, from positing universal standards to deciding to 
intervene and to implement these standards, by force, under the 
auspices of a paternalistic civilizing mission. The second argument is 
related. The spread of Western modernity is understood as a form of 
cultural imperialism with the potential to eradicate alternative 
worldviews. Critical scholars have interpreted the spread of 
Enlightenment tenets in the nineteenth century as a process of 
coerced and often brutal diffusion, made possible and driven by 
highly asymmetrical relations of power.'” 

Both approaches discussed so far—emancipatory modernization 
and cultural imperialism—are essentially diffusionist and take the 
European origins of modernity for granted. What is more, they rest 
on the supposed absence of substantial cultural and social 
development elsewhere as one of their axiomatic tenets. In recent 
years, however, the European claim to originality, to exclusive 
authorship of modernity, has been called into question. Historians 
have begun to look for parallels and analogies to the European 
“march of civilization,” for autochthonous processes of 
rationalization that did not depend on, but led to similar results as, 
developments in Europe. This is the third paradigm sketched here, 
and it forms part of a larger scholarly debate on the origins of 
modernity. It was born out of a desire to challenge diffusionist 
notions of modernization, and to acknowledge the social dynamics 
that prevailed in many societies before their encounter with the 
West. The aim was to replace older notions of traditional societies 
and “people without history” with a broader understanding of 
multiple modernities. But in the end, this approach posits an 
identical telos—a modern, capitalist society—even if this goal is not 
achieved via transformations inspired by contact with the West, but 
rather builds on indigenous cultural resources: a teleology of 
universal disenchantment, realized in each society internally, but 
across the globe. 
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All three approaches converge in their methodological bias for 
national and civilizational frames. Their many differences 
notwithstanding, all rely on internalist logics in their attempt to 
explain what must be understood as a global phenomenon. If we are 
going to take the challenge of global history seriously, we need to 
move beyond these three approaches and focus on the connectivities 
and processes of integration that have shaped and reconfigured 
societies globally. Sanjay Subrahmanyam has argued that modernity 
is “historically a global and conjunctural phenomenon, not a virus 
that spreads from one place to another. It is located in a series of 
historical processes that brought hitherto relatively isolated societies 
into contact, and we must seek its roots in a set of diverse 
phenomena.”!® From such a vantage point, it is less instructive to 
search for alleged origins—European or otherwise—than to focus on 
the global conditions and interactions through which the modern 
world emerged. This is why notions of global integration and 
system-like dependencies are crucial: changes in one location within 
the integrated world ripple through the system to affect other parts 
as well. 

It is clear that the four approaches discussed above—world 
history, postcolonialism, multiple modernities, and global history— 
cannot be neatly separated, but overlap in many respects. They are, 
in other words, ideal types. For heuristic purposes, however, it is 
helpful to keep them apart analytically. Let us very briefly look at a 
few issues and see how these different paradigms may lead to very 
different results (indeed: to different questions)—before then using 
the case of nationalism to illustrate in greater detail the analytical 
surplus that is characteristic of a global history approach vis-a-vis 
the three other paradigms. 

A first example is the case of human rights, on which a 
substantial historiography has recently emerged. A standard world 
history perspective would hold that the rights of man have a 
European genealogy that reaches back to humanism, and even a bit 
earlier, before coalescing into a program with global reach during 
the French Revolution. These rights with their universal claims then 
traveled beyond their place of origin and gradually gained 
acceptance around the world.’? A postcolonial reading would 
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instead emphasize the parochial and culturally specific notion of 
human rights and the indiscriminate way in which it was used to 
marginalize, and indeed efface, alternative concepts of entitlement 
and equality that were less dependent on the concepts of nation and 
the individual. A third approach, that of multiple modernities, 
insists on indigenous cultural and political resources that allowed 
multiple notions of human rights to emerge in many different 
places, largely independent of each other. Building on these three 
approaches, recent forays into a global history of human rights focus 
instead on the emergence of human rights as a truly global 
discourse. Historians have thoroughly explored the global scope of 
human rights discourse by placing the emphasis less on the French 
Revolution and more on the appropriation and universalization of a 
language of rights in Haiti a few years later.” In the twentieth 
century, the 1970s appear as a pivotal moment, when the decline of 
socialism and nationalism as political ideologies paved the way for 
the rise of human rights claims to the status of a hoped for “Last 
Utopia.” The intellectual origins of human rights, in this reading, are 
of less importance than the synchronous global conditions of their 
overall acceptance, and of their fusion with local genealogies in very 
diverse locations.”' 

A similar case can be made in the field of international law. For 
a long time, historians have seen the Law of Nations, as it emerged 
in the wake of Hugo Grotius, as well as the subsequent development 
of international law, as a rationalization of international relations. 
Against this belief in the benevolent spread of a European 
accomplishment, critical scholars have pointed out the close 
connection between the Law of Nations and European imperialism, 
and have judged ostensibly universal claims to be no more than a 
thin veil concealing colonial ambitions.** Third, in their quest to 
identify independent origins for international law in today’s global 
order, scholars have begun to mine the cultural and legal history of 
various societies to show that parts of what is currently held to be 
common sense are contributions from alternative non-Western 
traditions. A global perspective would want to address more 
specifically why international law emerged when it did, why it was 
appropriated by different actors around the world, and in what ways 
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it can be understood as a response to a global challenge. A 
preoccupation with the inventors and intellectual patent-holders, in 
other words, would lose its primacy, while the actual practice of 
international law moved to center stage.” 

We can extend the heuristic differentiation of these four 
approaches to virtually all fields of historical inquiry. Was the 
concept of race a European invention, a tool of empire, a notion that 
grew from various indigenous roots—or a response to global 
challenges? Was the Enlightenment the accomplishment of 
European salon culture, a Western imposition, the product of many 
indigenous cultures of rationalization—or rather a way in which 
social elites around the world came to terms with new global 
realities?’ Or think of attempts to historicize the global history of 
fascism. World historians have tried to define the term by drawing 
up a laundry list of necessary features: a charismatic leader, mass 
mobilization, an ideology of ultra-nationalism, and so on. All of 
these features, however, were derived from the European 
experience. Other instances of fascism, in Japan or Argentina, for 
example, would seem to fall short of the requirements; in fact, even 
German National Socialism did not live up to the model set by 
Italian Fascism, and vice versa. By using global history as a 
corrective lens for this slightly myopic analysis, historians have paid 
more attention to transfers and direct contacts and have thus been 
able to reveal to what extent Italy and Germany served as models 
and inspiration in many places around the world. Moving beyond 
comparison and transfer history, finally, a more systematic focus on 
global integration would begin with the shared global situation of 
the interwar years, and the quest, by many societies, for a “third 
way” between classical liberalism and communism, a quest that led 
many governments to experiment with new forms of social 
organization and mobilization. From such a perspective, the absence 
of this or that item on the laundry list—Was there a mass party 
challenging the establishment, or only mobilization “from above”? 
for example—is of less importance than understanding different 
cases as related, but differentiated ways of coping with structural 
transformations and a changing international order.”° 
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Case Study: Nations and Nationalism in global history 


In this final section, let us look in greater depth at the 
historiography of nationalism, as it is here that we can observe most 
clearly how new global perspectives have been able to complement 
and modify earlier ways of situating the nation within world history. 
In some respects, the nation is an unlikely candidate for such an 
endeavor. Not too long ago, in the 1990s, when “globalization” 
became the “in” word, some pundits were quick to predict the end 
of the nation-state altogether. In the realm of scholarship, its future 
prospects were equally bleak. Transnational and global histories 
were written with the explicit purpose of moving beyond the nation- 
state. But this moment of crisis—or was it one of euphoria?—soon 
abated, and gave way to the recognition that nation-states had 
staying power and would continue to be relevant, albeit in an 
altered setting. It has also become clear that global history is not 
about consigning the nation/nation-state to the dustbin of history, 
but rather about reassessing its historical role and better explaining 
its emergence and significance. 

How do these more recent approaches compare with earlier 
attempts to place the nation in the world? To a certain extent, it is 
no exaggeration to say that the theory of nationalism operated on a 
global scale from its very beginnings. Thus, the explanatory 
approaches inspired by early modernization theory—most notably 
by Ernest Gellner—were universal in scope. They posited the 
formation of nations as an effect of the ongoing transition from 
traditional to modern societies. While nationalist activists typically 
emphasized the distinctive character of a given nation, Gellner 
discarded all claims to uniqueness by postulating a universal law of 
development: industrial manufacturing destroyed the hierarchies of 
agricultural society in order to guarantee the mobility of labor and 
thus continuous growth. Nationalist self-legitimation may have 
stressed a shared history, a common language, and common cultural 
patterns, but for Gellner, nationalism was “the establishment of an 
anonymous, impersonal society [...], in place of a previous complex 
structure of local groups [...]. That is what really happens.””° 
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In this view, all nationalisms were, despite their superficial 
variations, essentially the same, and nationalism everywhere was an 
effect of socioeconomic modernization that could be explained in 
entirely endogenous terms. That being the case, there was no 
obstacle to comparing the experiences of far-flung locales with one 
another. By contrast, more recent approaches have instead 
highlighted connections and transfers. They have concluded that the 
worldwide prevalence of nationalism in the nineteenth century 
cannot be ascribed to internal factors alone, but must be understood 
as a result of diffusion as well. Although Benedict Anderson has 
received attention chiefly as a proponent of a constructivist 
approach to nationalism, his most important methodological 
contribution has been his description of the modular character of 
the nation. By this he meant that after its initial creation, the form 
of the nation could, in principle, be transferred to other settings as a 
kind of template. This form developed first in the Creole societies of 
the Americas, and then in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century. 
Concepts and models of nationalism were generated there and 
subsequently became available globally as a kind of toolkit. From 
this point onward, all emerging nationalisms were shaped and 
influenced by this same paradigm.’ 

Compared to earlier models inspired by modernization theory, 
Anderson’s approach marked an important step forward, since the 
global spread of nationalism could now no longer be regarded as 
something akin to a clockwork result of the laws of social 
development. The concrete mechanisms by which the national form 
spread, however, remained little examined. Anderson’s interest was 
in the development of nationalism in Europe and the complex 
conditions under which this became possible. When it came to the 
rest of the world, he focused on how the form was used and 
modified. He essentially took its transferability as a given.’ But how 
can we understand the dynamics of transfers if we limit our 
attention to the origins of the form that travelled and to the nature 
of that form, but do not explore the conditions of possibility that 
made its transfer attractive to its recipients? 

Anderson’s approach met with criticism from postcolonial 
historians, who for their part placed greater emphasis on the 
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concrete imperial conditions under which nationalist movements 
developed in the colonized world. In his much-cited book Nationalist 
Thought and the Colonial World, Partha Chatterjee argued that 
nationalism in the colonial world must inevitably remain a 
phenomenon derived from Europe, a “derivative discourse.” While it 
was true that nationalist movements were directed against foreign 
rule, on an ontological level—Chatterjee claimed—they continued 
to be indebted to the parameters of the dominant, which is to say 
imperial, discourse.”° 

In addition to this, the book contains a second argument. In 
substance, Chatterjee claims, anticolonial nationalism is fed by 
opposition to the West, which often takes the form of an emphatic 
stress on the national spirituality of the non-Western in contrast to 
Western materialism. And indeed, the dichotomy of a spiritual East 
versus a material West was a standard ingredient of political 
discourse in Asia in the late nineteenth century. Chatterjee goes on 
to expound this argument further in The Nation and Its Fragments, 
which is to some extent a revision of his first book. Here, Chatterjee 
divides nationalism into a material, external sphere and an inner, 
spiritual one. On this spiritual level, “its true and essential domain,” 
he sees the nation as already sovereign, long before it achieves 
political sovereignty. This inner domain appears as the realm of the 
true cultural expression of a nation. In other words, even if the 
“national form” (Etienne Balibar) is transferable and the national 
discourse remains derivative on the formal level, the substance of 
nationalism nevertheless is geographically and culturally specific 
and cannot be derived from the European imperial model.*° 

To what degree, we may now ask, is this particularity of the 
content of nationalism itself the product of global constellations? It 
is a valid question for, to a certain extent, Chatterjee’s approach 
remains indebted to the endogenous model: while he acknowledges 
the transfer of the nation as a form within the context of imperial 
power, the specific nature of the substance of colonial nationalism is 
explained with reference to local cultural resources, and in 
particular to older, precolonial traditions. Chatterjee has been 
accused of idealizing and reifying these precolonial cultural 
resources.*! From a global history perspective, however, two further 
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criticisms are of greater importance. First, Chatterjee’s analysis 
remains entirely focused on the binary relationship between the 
colonized nation and the colonizers. This is a limitation that his 
account shares with the general thrust of the postcolonial paradigm. 
The dynamics of Indian, Chinese, or Thai nationalism were part of a 
global constellation. The paradigm of a local “reaction” to stimuli 
from Europe and the United States, important though it is, remains 
narrow in scope, just as the privileging of references back to 
autochthonous cultural traditions fails to tell the whole story. By 
cleaving to a postcolonial narrative, Chatterjee risks disregarding 
the larger global context, and overlooking the way in which 
historical actors in many regions from the late nineteenth century 
onward increasingly made reference to a global totality. Nationalism 
and thinking in national categories developed within this context of 
global integration. 

And, second, he excludes as a factor the degree to which the 
substance of nationalism, too, not only referred back to endogenous 
traditions, but was also a product of the global constellation. Rather 
than making an analytical distinction between a (universal, 
transferable) “nation-form” and the culturally specific manifestation 
of its content, then, the aim must be to reconstruct both levels, each 
in its global context. After all, the larger geopolitical reality often 
was a crucial factor in determining which of numerous local 
traditions were mobilized for national projects.*” 

What is needed, then, is a deeper embedding of the ways in 
which the nation was defined, understood, and put into practice in 
global contexts—building on and going beyond the insights gained 
from comparative studies, histories of diffusion, and postcolonial 
approaches. A number of recent forays into the global history of 
nationalism have shown just how fruitful such an approach can be. 
Let us look at two studies that exemplify this trend. 

The first example is Andrew Sartori’s Bengal in Global Concept 
History. From the 1880s onwards, Sartori sees Bengali intellectuals 
grapple with a notion of culture that has many family resemblances 
to Herder’s concept of Kultur, and also to related propositions from 
Russia and Japan. The overall problematic is how to account for the 
relationship between the parts and the whole, or in other words, 
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how to explain the similarities between these different versions of 
culture discourse without losing sight of the specificity of Bengali 
debates. To recall the ideal types outlined above: Was Bengali 
culturalism the result of a transfer of ideas from the West and their 
subsequent local appropriation? Was it the product of uneven 
relationships of power and thus a form of colonization of minds? Or 
should we emphasize the indigenous cultural resources and 
traditional genealogies of a specific Bengali understanding of 
culture? 

In his global history analysis, Sartori moves beyond all these 
interpretations. Though his work is clearly influenced by 
postcolonial readings, he finds them ultimately mired in 
assumptions of cultural incommensurability and intent on 
discarding the concept of “culture” itself as a Western derivative, as 
a form of cultural imperialism. For him, similarities are not the 
simple effects of diffusion and power differentials; rather, he sees 
Bengal as one location, among many, in which a notion of “culture” 
was employed in response to global challenges. “The history of the 
culture concept in Bengal,” he insists, “can be treated neither as a 
local deviation from nor as a late reiteration of an essentially 
Western intellectual form, but will rather be investigated as a 
spatially and temporally specific moment in the global history of the 
culture concept.”°? 

The turn to culture can be read as a turn away from an earlier 
version of liberalism characterized by rational individualism and 
economic self-interest. Against this liberal gospel, the notion of 
culture was embraced by social groups that formulated a nationalist 
critique of British rule and economic hegemony. In Sartori’s reading, 
the global structures to which these eminent intellectuals responded 
were primarily economic. In the wake of the financial crisis of the 
1840s, trade and industry were increasingly monopolized by British 
merchants, while native capital was invested only in property and 
real estate, thus disconnecting Bengali society from the dynamics of 
commerce. In this situation, the notion of culture became part of a 
quasi-Romantic discourse among Hindu elites as they sought to 
affirm their organic connection to the land and to the agrarian 
workforce. 
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More generally, and much more abstractly, Sartori links the 
debate on liberalism versus culture to the expansion of capitalism. 
He argues that culturalism emerged around the world as a reaction 
to the particular kinds of alienation and subjectivity that labor 
relations and forms of production under capitalism generated in 
particular areas. The specific notion of culture was, to be sure, 
suffused with local particularity, but the alleged traditions were not 
only thoroughly worked over by capitalism but also pressed into the 
service of social practices in a capitalist regime. Thus, culturalism 
cannot be fully accounted for as the effect of intellectual transfer; 
rather, it must be understood as a series of unique responses to the 
same global problematic. 

The second example is Rebecca Karl’s Staging the World, a study 
of nationalism in late Qing China. For Karl also, the notion of China 
as a nation could only take hold at a specific historical moment, at 
the moment when China discovered the new “world” for itself. This 
moment did not consist merely in China’s perception of regions 
outside the Sino-sphere, outside China’s area of influence, but rather 
in an awareness of the world as a structured whole, increasingly 
made up of sovereign (nation-)states and dependent colonial 
countries. This new understanding of the “world” as a totality of 
units connected through globe-spanning forces like imperialism and 
capitalism then replaced the millennia-old mental dichotomy 
between the Middle Kingdom and barbarism. 

What does this mean in concrete terms? Rebecca Karl is 
particularly interested in the way in which events that once 
appeared marginal from a Chinese perspective—the annexation of 
Hawaii by the United States, the partitions of Poland in the 
eighteenth century, the American conquest of the Philippines, 
British rule in Egypt, and so forth—became objects of intense debate 
in China around 1900. Within the traditional cosmology of the Qing 
court, these locations were indeed peripheral, at the fringes (and 
sometimes squarely outside of the reach) of Chinese “civilization.” 
At the turn of the century, however, Chinese reformers began to 
realize that the political and economic threat that China faced was 
not so different from the plight afflicting these smaller nations. 
While Hawaii may have been remote in cultural terms, the modern 
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logic of geopolitics placed it in a situation very like that of the Qing 
Empire. The colonization process was no longer simply a concern of 
distant and exotic peoples, but now threatened even China in 
similar ways. As a result of globally effective structures, 
commonalities were no longer culturally, but rather geopolitically 
determined. They were now the result of the colonial threat and of 
China’s peripheral position in the capitalist world economy.** 

The central thesis of Karl’s book is that the perception of China 
as one nation among others and as a part of “Asia”—understood 
here primarily in terms of a shared marginalization within the 
hegemonic imperial order, and less in terms of cultural or ethnic 
commonalities—only became possible within the context of global 
integration. “China only became both specifically national (and not 
an empire) and regionally Asian at the same time as, and only when, 
China became worldly.”*° The establishment of the nation was thus 
equally a diachronic projection and a response to China’s 
incorporation into the world. As the title of the book suggests, it 
wasn’t diachronic stages of development that were responsible for 
the emergence of dynamics of nationalism, but a synchronic 
“staging of the world”—a performance on a global stage. 

Both Sartori’s and Karl’s books are written by scholars whose 
contributions to global history are largely resident in their particular 
areas of expertise, modern India and modern China. While other 
global historians focus on networks of nationalists, compare 
nationalist movements in different locations, or aim at a planetary 
synthesis, these studies focus on a particular location that they then 
analyze through its global entanglements. 

More important, both books are examples of a broader historical 
movement that attempts to understand global structures not only as 
the necessary context, but also as the necessary precondition for the 
emergence of particular forms of nationalism.’ Both authors focus 
predominantly on political economy, and they posit a sometimes 
highly abstract notion of capitalism as the driving force of history. 
Equating a global totality with capitalism will appear too rigid to 
some, and critics have taken both authors to task for what they see 
as dogmatic reliance on overly abstract notions of capitalist 
expansion. But the possible shortcomings of our two examples do 
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not diminish their value as illustrations of just how integral a 
nuanced understanding of the global can be. As we have seen above, 
we can conceive of and explain global integration in a variety of 
ways. In the context of this chapter, Sartori and Karl are relevant 
because they see the global not as an external, and additional, 
context—but rather as constitutive, shaping the objects of study 
while being shaped by them. 

Taken together, the set of methodological preferences outlined in 
this chapter and the emphasis on the concept of integration, 
constitute a rejection of explanations that slight or even completely 
disregard external influences and factors. This is the methodological 
core of global history understood as a distinct approach. 
Conventional social theories generally operate within what can be 
called an internalist paradigm. In past grand narratives of 
modernization, historical phenomena were explained endogenously, 
from within, and typically analyzed within the boundaries of a 
society. This focus on internal change has been the hallmark of 
virtually all social theories to date. Whether inspired by Marxism, 
Max Weber and Talcott Parsons, or the work of Michel Foucault, 
social theories essentially treated societies as self-generating and 
assumed that social change was always of a society’s own making. 

Global history, by contrast, steps outside this internalist or 
genealogical framework. It pays particular attention to interactions 
and entanglements across borders. And it recognizes the impact of 
structures that extend past the boundaries of individual societies. 
Global history thus acknowledges the causal relevance of factors 
that do not lie within the purview of individuals, nations, and 
civilizations. Its ultimate promise is a perspective that looks beyond 
the dichotomy of internal and external altogether. 
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CHAPTER 5 


Global history and forms of integration 





The last chapter offered a working definition of global history 
understood not as an object of study, but as a particular perspective. 
Global history as a distinct approach explores alternative 
spatialities, is fundamentally relational, and is self-reflective on the 
issue of Eurocentrism. We have placed particular emphasis on the 
concept of integration and of structured transformations on a global 
scale. This focus on systemic contexts is a heuristic choice that 
distinguishes this approach from others. It means that global history 
takes structured integration as a context, even when it is not the 
main topic. It also means that global historians pursue the question 
of causality up to a global level. 

The focus on integration also implies that global history moves 
away from connectedness alone as a guiding principle. This is an 
important move, as a focus on connectedness is central to the 
shorthand definition of global history that we frequently encounter 
in the scholarly literature. Of course connections are important, and 
they will feature prominently in any global analysis. Without 
mobility and interaction, there is no globality. But connections are 
of varying quality and intensity. Some remain either spurious and 
ephemeral or locally confined—and their impact is thus limited. To 
prematurely equate trade links across the Sahara or the import of 
kingfisher feathers and rhinoceros horns into Tang China with 
“globalization” is not very helpful. Ultimately, the quality and the 
impact of connections depend on the degree to which worlds were 
integrated into more or less systemic wholes. When in 185 B.C.E., 
the last of the Mauryan kings was assassinated and his kingdom 
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collapsed, this was a decisive turning point in the history of South 
Asia, with important reverberations in the Hellenistic world—but it 
certainly did not throw the whole planet into turmoil as did the 
assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand more than 
two thousand years later. The relevance of links and connections— 
How far did they reach? And how important were they really?—will 
thus have to be measured against the degree of integration that was 
actually achieved. Sometimes a slump in trading activities in one 
region will hardly affect others at all; but the 1929 slump triggered 
a systemic crisis of worldwide proportions. 

It is difficult, in other words, to disentangle global history as a 
perspective from an assessment of the process of global integration. 
As a consequence, the potential of the approach can best be 
exploited in studying periods when integration is sustained and of a 
certain density. Conversely, in historical epochs when connections 
remained spurious and integration is hardly palpable, it is much less 
productive—and possibly less efficient than other approaches, such 
as comparative history, which properly speaking are not global 
history. 

As a distinct paradigm, with its focus on integration and 
structured global transformations, global history is a very specific 
approach. It is certainly not a catch-all method for explaining 
everything that ever happened under the sun. This chapter will 
further discuss the implications of choosing this paradigm. In what 
follows, we will discuss three major issues in some detail. First, does 
the emphasis on integration effectively turn global history into a 
history of globalization? Second, how can we understand the notion 
of “integration” and the driving forces that bring it about? And 
finally, if global history is predicated on integration, how far back in 
time can we extend our global perspectives? 


History of globalization 


To begin with the first question, does the focus on integration 
essentially turn global history into the history of globalization? 
Studies of globalization, understood as the process of growing 
interconnectedness, are concerned with the increase of links and 
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complexity, and with the emergence of the world as a single system. 
As some understanding of structured integration is a necessary 
ingredient of the global history approach, the history of 
globalization may at first glance appear to be the natural subject 
matter for global historians. 

And indeed, global history and the history of globalization are 
frequently treated as one. This is, however, inaccurate for two 
reasons: First, global history, as we understand it here, is primarily 
an approach; the history of globalization, on the other hand, denotes 
a historical process. And second, integration on a global level is a 
necessary condition for a global perspective; it is a context—but not 
necessarily the object of study itself. Global history inquiries thus do 
not have to account for the origins and causes of integration, but 
can focus on its impact and effects. The history of globalization is 
then an important subgenre of global history writing, but not the 
field itself.' 

The term “globalization” is a new addition to the vocabulary of 
historians. It very rarely appeared in public discourse before the 
early 1990s; but from then on, its diffusion became almost 
epidemic.’ Initially, the term was employed primarily by economic 
historians, but around the turn of the twenty-first century, the 
history of globalization became a legitimate subject for historians, 
and its reach extended beyond the specific question of the 
development of a world economy. Numerous works have made use 
of the term and have attempted to apply it productively to inquiries 
into the long history of the globalization process and other historical 
subjects.’ 

If, then, the term is new—how new is the phenomenon itself? 
According to Manuel Castells, we today are witnesses to a turning 
point in world history: “The material foundations of society, space, 
and time are being transformed, organized around the space of 
flows and timeless time. [...] It is the beginning of a new existence, 
and indeed the beginning of a new age, the Information Age, 
marked by the autonomy of culture vis-à-vis the material bases of 
our existence.” Castell’s assertion that this is a new phenomenon is 
itself by no means new. Already in 1957, the modernization 
theorists M. F. Millikan and W. W. Rostow found themselves “in the 
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midst of a great world revolution. [...] The rapidly accelerating 
spread of literacy, mass communications, and travel [...] is breaking 
down traditional institutions and culture patterns which in the past 
held societies together. In short, the world community is becoming 
both more interdependent and more fluid than it has been at any 
other time in history.” As early as 1917, American sociologist Robert 
Park was convinced that the world was crossing a threshold into a 
new era in human history, though this transition was still rooted in 
the technologies of the nineteenth century: “The railway, the 
steamship, and the telegraph are rapidly mobilizing the peoples of 
the earth. The nations are coming out of their isolation, and 
distances which separated the different races are rapidly giving way 
before the extension of communication. [...] [G]reat cosmic forces 
have broken down the barriers which formerly separated the races 
and nationalities of the world, and forced them into new intimacies 
and new forms of competition, rivalry, and conflict.” We could go 
even further back, for reports of rapid and scarcely comprehensible 
social change have accompanied the modern world since the French 
Revolution. And since the mid-nineteenth century, this change has 
been associated with cross-border interaction. Already in 1848, Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels declared in the Communist Manifesto 
that “in place of the old local and national seclusion and self- 
sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter- 
dependence of nations. [...] National one-sidedness and narrow- 
mindedness become more and more impossible.” 

How is it possible to analyze, let alone periodize, a historical 
process that seems infatuated with the sense of novelty— 
continuously? The widespread conviction, constantly reiterated, that 
we are experiencing a radical historical shift and witnessing a 
fundamental turning point appears to devalue any claim to 
meaningful subdivisions. “How can we evaluate the claims of 
globalization seriously,” Adam McKeown has asked, “when the only 
consistent fate of each transformative new age is to be regarded as a 
period of stasis and isolation by the next new age?”* 

Some historians have gone so far as to suggest shelving the 
question altogether. In their view, whether we are looking for 
globalization or global integration, the project is doomed from the 
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start, due (in part) to the fact that the concept of globalization is 
theoretically vague and relatively undefined. Primarily, however, 
their skepticism is empirical. If a process does not reach absolutely 
everywhere, they hold, it is not valid to call it global. Even in our 
seemingly globalized present, not everyone is connected to everyone 
else. In many parts of the world, there are people who do not own 
mobile phones, do not watch the Olympics, and are not hooked up 
to the Internet. “The world has long been a space where economic 
and political relations are very uneven; it is filled with lumps,” 
writes Frederick Cooper. “Structures and networks penetrate certain 
places [...] but their effects tail off elsewhere.” Across the planet, 
there continue to be clusters of people exempt from the benefits, 
and from the alienations, of so-called global flows. A genuinely 
global integration has never occurred, and presumably never will, as 
long as there are exceptions to the larger trend. 

This is, of course, a rather rigid and in some ways fundamentalist 
perspective. Ultimately, it would rule out almost any aggregate or 
macro-sociological terminology, as counterexamples can always be 
mustered against generalized patterns. But many recent exercises in 
global history do not fit this description. They do not equate 
“global” with an absence of limits and boundaries or insist on the 
planetary totality of historical processes. Instead, their aim is to 
move beyond established units and compartments, and to trace 
goods, ideas, and people across borders, wherever their trajectories 
may have moved them. These movements, moreover, did not range 
freely, but were typically structured and followed specific patterns. 

Other studies, by contrast, have traced the origins of global 
integration far back into history; in some cases, very far indeed. 
World systems historians such as André Gunder Frank have insisted 
that the history of the world system can be followed five thousand 
years into the past. Unlike Wallerstein’s and other rivaling 
interpretations, Frank holds that the beginnings of inexorable capital 
accumulation did not wait until the 1500s, but can be identified 
many centuries earlier. From a very different perspective, one of 
the pioneers of the world history paradigm, Jerry H. Bentley, has 
proposed a history of transcultural interaction that stretches back to 
the fourth millennium B.C.E. and extends to the present moment. 
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“From remote times to the present,” Bentley suggests, “cross-cultural 
interactions have had significant political, social, economic, and 
cultural ramifications for all peoples involved.” According to such a 
view, the various forms of mobility, of trade, and of empire building 
have created global connectivity through the ages, if in different 
forms.’ Others have shifted the beginnings of global interconnection 
even further, sometimes as far back as the development of human 
language.® 

Such radical proposals are of course problematic. It is important 
to explore the long history of transcultural links and routes of 
interaction, and to recognize the complexity of early civilizations. 
This should not lead us, however, to assume that the links we 
observe add up to a continuous story that crosses continents and 
continues unbroken through the ages. Most historians are more 
cautious, steering clear of black and white and always-or-never 
pronouncements.’ In place of the dichotomy of the either-or, they 
have begun to ask more concretely: When did the world first show 
signs of cohesiveness, of a fundamental inter-relationality? When 
did people become so closely knit that events in one place had 
immediate and important effects in another? When did the world 
become a single system? 

In response to these questions, a whole industry of studies has 
arisen with the goal of locating crucial watersheds and identifying 
the origins of globalization.'° This literature is a reaction against the 
presentism of an early  social-scientific understanding of 
globalization that applied the term exclusively to the most recent 
decades. Beginning gradually in the 1970s and accelerating radically 
in the 1990s, this interpretation held, Internet communication, the 
global manufacture of goods, transnational capital investment, and 
the emergence of global governance structures changed the world, 
bringing about an intensity and a new quality of interaction that 
was fundamentally different from earlier forms of connectedness."' 

Historians, for their part, were quick to challenge this idea of a 
radical and epochal break with the past. Today, they largely agree 
that globalization has a much longer history that both prefigures 
and impacts the present. In the academic literature, debates about 
major surges toward global integration focus largely on two 
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historical moments: the late nineteenth century and the sixteenth 
century.!? Most historians now take for granted that by the 1880s, 
the acceleration of cross-border contacts had coalesced to the point 
that it was possible to speak of an integrated global whole. 
Enforcing political isolation, as Japan and Korea had done for 
centuries, was now virtually impossible. Labor markets and 
commodity prices converged across political and geographical 
boundaries.'? Networks of communication encompassed the whole 
world and enabled the impression of simultaneity. “The conditions 
under which we live,” Sandford Fleming declared triumphantly in 
1884, “are no longer the same. [...] The whole world is drawn into 
immediate neighborhood and near relationship.”'* The moment and 
degree of integration of various components into this world of 
global simultaneity was variable; but by the outbreak of the First 
World War it had reached all societies and brought about a veritable 
re-territorialization of the world.'° 

Other historians see the early sixteenth century as the true origin 
point of a unified world system. Some of the processes that 
foreshadow greater global cohesion indeed had their beginnings in 
the 1500s: the European “discovery” of the two Americas, the 
beginnings of colonialism, and European-dominated capitalist trade 
connections. The conquest of the two Americas marked the 
beginning of the European expansion that was to change the face of 
the earth in the centuries to come. The creation of trans-Pacific 
trade networks, via the famous Manila galleon, linked the Americas 
to Asia and enabled the development of the world market. Many of 
the structures established in this period of “Iberian globalization”— 
global sea passages, the world economy, the growth of large states, 
the diffusion of technologies, and a broader awareness of the global 
whole—had remarkable staying power.'® 


Beyond globalization 


The history of globalization has developed into a veritable subgenre 
of global history writing, with the search for turning points and for 
the origins of a global totality as its marked features. Heuristically, 
narratives of globalization will remain relevant to any attempt at 
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understanding the genealogy of the present and accounting for 
change on a global scale. They serve also as a first orientation and 
help place events and processes in larger contexts. Not least, 
histories of globalization can enable us to address questions on a 
global scale and questions of long-term scope. 

But ultimately, turning the past into a history of globalization 
creates difficulties. Some are due to the vagueness of the term; it is 
not always clear where connections end and globalization begins. 
Histories of globalization suffer, too, from the tendency to privilege 
one level of explanation over others. Many are based on a narrow 
emphasis on political and, most of all, economic history—such that 
the story of market integration comes to stand for global history tout 
court. 

Beyond such practical issues, a globalization-perspective is 
fraught with several more fundamental problems. First, it 
streamlines history and formats it according to the single criterion 
of connectedness, thus slighting the manifold trajectories and 
repercussions of past developments, and translating them into a 
vocabulary of “less” and “more.” In some ways, the historiography 
of globalization then looks like modernization theory reloaded, so 
that “tradition” is replaced by isolation and “modernity” by 
entanglement." 

Second, histories of globalization operate with the myth of 
continuity. They chart long-term developments that, as becomes 
clear on closer scrutiny, did not follow a straight path and were not 
evenly paced. Peak periods of interconnection and interaction were 
followed by periods of comparative disconnection and divergence. 
Unless we operate on huge time scales, the emphasis on 
convergence so typical for histories of globalization is thus highly 
problematic. Generally speaking, the idea of continuity is largely a 
retrospective fiction. It is not unusual for histories of globalization 
to see connections and sometimes path dependencies between 
earlier and later forms of entanglement, and to draw from this the 
conclusion that later events naturally followed from earlier ones. 
But this can be misleading. Columbus knew nothing of Leif Erikson 
who had reached Newfoundland five hundred years earlier. In 
China, memories of Marco Polo’s visit were largely forgotten by the 
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time the Portuguese arrived in Canton in 1517. The idea of a 
continuity of globalization owes more to the desires of the present 
than to the logic of the past. 

And third, a quest for the origins of globalization presupposes 
that connectivities have a definite starting point, when they in fact 
do not. The obsession with origins threatens, moreover to force the 
past into one overriding and seemingly logical trajectory, which is 
equally fictional. Trade and market exchange, patterns of migration, 
the expansion of communication, the spread of ideas, the trajectory 
of social conflicts, the aspirations of empires and religious 
communities—these and many other processes follow their own 
chronologies and their diverse turning points, which will only rarely 
map onto each other neatly. The term globalization, then, obscures 
the reality that connections and global processes were of a manifold 
and multilayered quality and adhered to different and sometimes 
incompatible logics. To subsume all of them under the unifying label 
“globalization” essentializes the process and masks the 
heterogeneity of the past.'® 

Whether the notion of globalization will survive as an analytical 
concept that is useful for historians is an open question. There is 
much support for the idea that more specific concepts with a greater 
sensitivity to historical context might yield more fruitful results— 
even if we grant the need to periodize the past not only locally and 
regionally, but on a global scale. In some ways, we can even say 
that a global history perspective immunizes us to some extent 
against the encroachments of globalization rhetoric. With its 
preference for synchronicity and for situating events in global space, 
it effectively challenges assumptions of long-term continuity. Slices 
of time will be a more appropriate temporal unit for studying many 
topics than an allegedly inexorable march of globalization. 


What integration? What structures? 


The global history approach, then, does not simply equate with the 
history of globalization. It does, however, rest on the notion of 
global integration as a defining feature. In the next two sections, we 
will further explore this idea. Let us note at the outset that the 
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concept does not carry an inherent teleology. Deep connections 
between Asia and Europe in the thirteenth century, for example, 
evaporated after the fall of the Mongols. The study of integration, of 
structured transformations on a global scale, does not presuppose a 
steady and continuous movement from less to more, from scarcity to 
fullness. 

The notion of integration, self-explanatory though it may appear, 
becomes more complicated the moment we take a closer look. Its 
basic premise is that no society can be fully understood in isolation. 
Social change does not happen in any one place alone, but depends 
on exchange between groups. When we speak of integration, we 
assume that such contacts are more than ornamental, that they 
impact societies in important ways. We also expect that interactions 
are not ephemeral and accidental, but recurrent and thus able to 
shape trajectories in a sustained and sometimes patterned way. 
Methodologically, the concept of integration shares many features 
with the sociological notion of structure. When applied to relations 
between societies, other terms have been introduced, most 
prominently the concept of system. Some historians have resorted to 
less rigid terminology, preferring to speak of “circulation,” 
understood as repetition in movement.’? 

Sophisticated as the literature on the subject may be, the concept 
of integration remains vague and elusive in many ways. Just what 
counts as “important,” as “sustained,” and as “patterned” is open to 
scrutiny in each case, as are the boundaries of the integrated whole. 
Like the difference between trees and a forest, the difference 
between a connected and an integrated world may be intuitively 
plausible, but it certainly requires interpretation. Even if difficult to 
define, however, any global history study depends on some 
background understanding of the degree, scope, and quality of 
large-scale integration. Such an understanding can help us 
differentiate, for example, between different forms of mobility and 
interaction. After all, it does make a difference whether a 
shipwrecked Robinson Crusoe is washed ashore on an isolated island 
or a steady stream of tourists flown to the island of Bali by modern 
aircraft as part of a global consumer economy. 
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Social structures, to be sure, are not autonomous entities. They 
are neither stable nor given. In fact, they are produced and 
reproduced through individual practices, and thus through human 
activity. They should not be treated as abstract entities with which 
we are merely confronted, for they are products of agency, of 
everyday practices, of constant transformations and modifications. 
This also means that there is no inbuilt opposition between 
connections and structure. On the contrary, as structures are 
themselves the product of interactions and exchange, they rely on 
connectivity. When addressing such issues, a set of questions 
immediately presents itself. How have historians dealt with the 
question of integration? What forces have they focused on to 
account for cohesion and the possibility of cross-border exchange? 
How can we explain the forms of systemic interconnectedness that, 
it seems, have put a stop to any possibility of isolated development? 
Where do historians locate the power that creates global structures 
and dictates its logic? 

It is striking to observe that, frequently, historians privilege one 
driving force over all the rest. Sometimes, discussions are a bit 
muddied of course, and different factors are allowed into the mix; 
but for the purpose of our discussion, we can distinguish five such 
motors of change that dominate historiography: technology, empire, 
economy, culture, and biology. Ultimately, we will suggest that 
integration has multiple causes, multiple manifestations or 
consequences, and in a sense also multiple chronologies, some 
longer than others. But let us first look briefly at these five modes of 
integration that historians so often draw upon. 

One of the most powerful narratives explaining the emergence of 
global cohesion is that of technological change and of the media 
evolution that has facilitated cross-border communication and 
interaction. This is the story of the invention of writing, of printing, 
of electrical long-distance transmittance, and of the Internet. It is 
also the story of the wheel and of shipbuilding, of the steam engine, 
and of air travel. Not least, it is the story of the military revolution, 
of swords and artillery, of machine guns and tanks, and of nuclear 
weapons. Just as the expansion of ancient empires depended on the 
invention of spoke-wheeled chariots, it is hard to conceive of the 
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British Empire without the gunboat and the telegraph. The shrinking 
of the world in the nineteenth century would have been impossible, 
surely, without steamships and the railway. Essentially, in this 
reading, the shifts in global integration can be attributed to changes 
in hardware.”° 

A second paradigm emphasizes political decision-making and 
military expansion, and focuses on empires as the most powerful 
entities in human history. Global histories of empire alert us to the 
remarkable staying power of multiethnic and expansionist states.” 
Throughout the ages, empires organized exchange across great 
distances and facilitated the movement of people and ideas outside 
of their original communities. We think of the Romans and the 
Maurya dynasty, the Mongols, the Spanish, and the British. In the 
modern period, the interplay of empires coalesced into an 
imperialist system and fed into the globalization process of the 
present. Whether hailed as a beneficent model or viewed with 
skepticism, the forces of imperial expansion have been crucial in 
linking distant parts of the globe and in bringing about large-scale 
integration.” 

Third, economic interactions have, perhaps more often than 
other candidates, been credited with the role of prime mover. There 
are two complementary narratives here: of trade and of modes of 
production. For many centuries, if there was a global arena, it was 
“the world that trade created.”?? Already in the ancient period, 
production was partly geared to faraway markets. Shards of Chinese 
porcelain from the ninth and tenth centuries have been found in the 
Arab peninsula and in Eastern Africa. From about the thirteenth 
century onwards, trading regions were linked ever more closely, and 
most economic historians agree that from the nineteenth century 
onwards, an integrated world market had emerged. Such market 
integration led to the convergence of price levels, and to the 
emergence of a globalized labor market. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, rural workers from Italy exploited the seasonal 
differences between Europe and Latin America, spending the 
European winter as harvester golondrinas (migratory birds) in the 
wheat fields of Argentina. Falling transportation costs, combined 
with extended commodity chains and the migration of labor to 
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produce an integral system in which changes in one place evoked 
responses in another. With the outbreak of the American Civil War, 
cotton production plummeted, triggering the creation of new cotton 
fields in Togo and Egypt, as well as rising textile prices in Europe 
and Asia.’ 

While the trade narrative is fairly straightforward and even 
quantifiable to some extent, the narrative that focuses on modes of 
production and on capitalism is more complex. Trade networks can 
accommodate a huge variety of societies, the argument goes, but the 
capitalist transformation of the economy since the sixteenth century 
has entailed a transformation of modes of production and of social 
relations more generally. In this reading, there is a qualitative gap 
between circulation per se, and circulation under conditions of 
capitalism. The capitalist incorporation of ever-larger parts of the 
world—largely achieved over the course of the nineteenth century— 
did not merely lead to an extension of markets, but fundamentally 
transformed social relations. The conversion of use value into 
exchange value made possible the commodification of social 
interactions, ranging from wage-labor to relationships within the 
family. The argument here is that change was systemic, but not 
necessarily homologous. The rise of the automobile industry in 
Europe and the United States gave jobs to paid contract workers, but 
it also led to the growth of rubber plantations that operated with 
indentured and slave labor.™ In this understanding, global 
integration became possible only as a result of capitalist penetration 
and is thus a rather recent phenomenon. Integration, then, is not an 
issue of scale (the entire planet) and quantity (the amount of trade), 
but of quality: the commodification of things and social relations 
creates a systemic coherence, as it enables compatibility and 
exchangeability across geographical, cultural, and ethnic borders.”° 

Many historians have reacted with skepticism against what they 
perceive as economic determinism. In its stead, they have 
championed culture as the core ingredient of the globalizing 
process. Some have hinted at the great religions that ever since the 
Axial Age—the period around 500 B.C.E. when major philosophies 
and religions emerged independently in China, India, the Middle 
East, and Greece—have powerfully linked different regions of the 
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planet. Others have focused on ideologies and cosmologies. Sanjay 
Subrahmanyam, for example, has made a case for a “millenarian 
conjuncture on the Eurasian scale” that united many societies from 
the Iberian Peninsula to the Ganges plain from the fifteenth through 
the seventeenth century, across political and religious divides.”’ 

There is no shortage of further examples. Beyond the empirical 
cases, what are the methodological assumptions on which the 
culture claims are based? Thomas Kuhn’s notion of paradigm— 
understood as a “common body of belief that [... can be taken] for 
granted”—is a contender; another is Michel Foucault’s concept of 
episteme that “at any given moment [...] defines the conditions of 
possibility of all knowledge.”*® Both are essentially internalist 
approaches, in that they see change—paradigm shifts, epistemic 
rupture—as generated within the field of culture. Systematic 
arguments in favor of the impact of cultural factors have also been 
proposed by sociologists of the world polity school. These neo- 
institutional theorists claim that the core process of globalization 
has been, since the nineteenth century, the emergence of a world 
culture. Notions like freedom, rights, sovereignty, and progress were 
disseminated globally and have shaped social institutions around the 
world. More thoroughly than either market exchange or political 
competition, a set of globally accepted norms has, according to this 
view, transformed daily life around the planet. Their effects have an 
enormous range, affecting everything from state institutions like 
public education to individual dispositions such as individuality. 
World culture, in this way, was able to bridge traditional cultural 
differences and create a world of increasing similarities and 
“isomorphisms. ”?? 

Finally, some historians have proposed biological and ecological 
factors as the energizers of global change. Their focus is on 
environmental events that impacted the human past: the Black 
Plague that ravaged Asia, Europe, and Africa in the mid-fourteenth 
century and reduced world population by one-fourth; the diseases 
carried over the Atlantic by the Spanish that decimated the 
indigenous population of the Americas; the biological exchange in 
the wake of Columbus’ discoveries that brought wheat and cattle to 
the Americas, and potatoes and maize to China; the mosquitoes that 
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helped to weaken European empires in Latin America and Africa; 
the Little Ice Age of the seventeenth century. The list goes on. Most 
recent are discussions of the Anthropocene, the period since the 
Industrial Revolution in which the human footprint has begun to 
change the geology of the planet. Historians taking this perspective 
see links between different groups as made possible by a continuity 
of human experience that is partly physiological. The biological 
unity of the species thus becomes one of the factors that allow us to 
see the globe as an integrated whole.*° 


Integration by overlapping structures 


For heuristic purposes, we have discussed the driving forces of 
global integration one by one. They stand in for the great variety of 
possible structures, ranging from those “that shape and constrain the 
development of world military power to those that shape and 
constrain the joking practices of a group of Sunday fishing 
buddies.”*' While some have acquired a global reach, others are 
much more limited in scope. Structural integration may remain 
regional and even local. It does not have to be planetary. For many 
global historians, the infrastructure provided by the British Empire 
and the trade routes in the early modern Indian Ocean are key to 
explanations of global change. 

We should also avoid seeing integration as a quasi-natural 
process. It was the work of historical actors. A variety of groups and 
actors pursued their own globalizing projects—projects that 
competed with and sometimes contradicted each other, and that 
differed in density and geographical reach: the network of the Dutch 
East India Company, Napoleon’s empire, the transnational networks 
of anarchists, Sandford Fleming’s creation of world time. Much of 
what we may perceive as global structures is the result of such 
projects, of competing strategies to generate and control circulation, 
and of diverse world-making schemes. 

Moreover, structured integration cannot be attributed to a single 
cause or set of causes. One task of global history as a perspective is 
precisely to understand the relationship of different causalities 
operating at a large scale. There were times and places when trade 
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relationships played a key role, and there were moments when 
global coherence was accelerated by technological change. On the 
whole, it is helpful to understand global integration not as the 
workings of one factor alone, but as the result of overlapping 
structures. It is difficult to neatly disentangle economic, political, 
and cultural dimensions. The convergence of markets, for example, 
was not a self-governing process, but influenced by cultural 
preferences and “facilitated” by political interventions: by the 
Portuguese seizure of Gujarati ships in the Indian Ocean, by British 
gunboats, and by the forceful opening of port cities in Yokohama 
and Incheon, Ningbo and Xiamen. 

These processes were thus not independent. Nor were they 
necessarily homologous; they did not all point in the same direction 
and follow the same chronology. The First World War triggered the 
erection of economic barriers, but cultural exchange and 
international organizations thrived in the interwar period. Phases of 
economic integration could go hand in hand with political 
dissociation; increasing cultural openness and phases of political and 
economic exchange were not always synchronous. What we usually 
refer to as “globalization” was thus the result of a complex web of 
interrelated and overlapping structures that each followed its own 
dynamics: an “interdependent master process,” Charles Tilly has 
called it.°? The way in which these processes intersected differed— 
the structure-mix, so to say, was not the same everywhere. As a 
result, the impact of these larger forces was felt very unevenly.*° 

It is important to remind ourselves, finally, that the emphasis on 
structure does not imply that individuals, and human agency more 
generally, were no longer crucial. This is an important caveat. The 
vocabulary of structure, like the rhetoric of globalization, may 
create the impression of an iron cage, of overpowering macro- 
developments that leave no room for the individual, for events that 
reconfigure structures, for the accidental, for serendipity. Some 
surveys, in particular when they span several centuries or more, 
may convey the impression of a history driven by anonymous 
macro-forces: a history without humans, as if the earth was a 
depopulated megalopolis. But this is worse than misleading, for 
processes of structured integration depend on individuals and 


95 


groups, and on their everyday activities, for duration and stability. 
Structures may provide the conditions under which people act and 
under which entanglements take place, but they do not entirely 
determine these actions. The originality and creativity of human 
actions cannot be predicted by the study contexts alone. 

What characterizes global history as an approach is therefore 
neither functionalist, nor does it need to be macro-sociological in 
perspective. Causality cannot be derived from macro-processes 
alone. What is more, forces effective on a macro-level do not 
necessarily have greater impact than processes of a more local 
nature. While the Little Ice Age of the seventeenth century had 
repercussions of global proportions, for example, most events can be 
better explained without recourse to climate change. What remains 
important is to explore such problematics and to be open to 
pursuing questions of causality up to the global level. 


When was the global? 


Against the backdrop of our discussion of the multilayered character 
of structured transformations, we are now in a position to better 
address the final question: When was global history? Or, more 
precisely: For what periods does it make sense to employ a global 
history perspective? Are there periods in which it is particularly 
useful and yields better results than other approaches? Are there 
other moments when it makes no sense at all? Are there eras in the 
human past that remain off limits to global history? How far back 
can the global historian go? 

My proposal is as follows. When thinking about the long stretch 
of human history, a global history approach, as outlined in this 
book, is not a priori off limits. It can in principle be applied in any 
region and to any period in the past. No historical epoch commands 
a monopoly on global perspectives. This may seem counterintuitive, 
given the strong emphasis on global integration in this chapter. And 
indeed, the plausibility and explanatory power of global approaches 
will be stronger in periods when connections are deep and 
interactions intense. This is particularly true from the sixteenth 
century onward, and with growing urgency since the nineteenth 
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century, when the impact of such integration was felt by many 
contemporaries around the world. 

But as a perspective, a global approach can also be extended 
further into the past with much benefit. For many forms of long- 
distance links, we can in fact go rather far back in time. Movements 
of people are certainly not limited to recent centuries. They have 
characterized the human condition since prehistoric times. And from 
antiquity (at the latest), production was not for local consumption 
only, but was intended for commercial exchange, sometimes over 
very long distances. Rather early on, there also emerged an 
awareness of the possible advantages of such links. 

Excavating connections and forms of consciousness, some global 
historians have proclaimed a global Middle Ages, and others have 
begun to explore what they venture to call “ancient globalizations.” 
When Edward Gibbon, writing in the eighteenth century, remarked 
in a footnote that the slump in the demand for English fish in 1328 
was caused by the expansion of the Mongol Empire, he found it 
“whimsical enough, that the orders of a Mongol khan, who reigned 
on the borders of China, should have lowered the price of herrings 
in the English market.”°* Such astonishment and the rhetoric of 
whimsicality no longer hold sway. In recent years, historians have 
unearthed a fascinating array of interactions that did not figure 
prominently in many older studies, confined as they were to one 
civilization or society only: the spread of Buddhism throughout Asia; 
the trade links in the Indian Ocean, from Malacca to East Africa; the 
Mongol empires that lastingly transformed large parts of Eurasia; 
diasporic mercantile communities and the routes of caravan trade, 
such as those across the Sahara; or the journeys of Ibn Battuta in the 
fourteenth century that ranged from North Africa and Spain all the 
way to China and made him, in the words of Jawaharlal Nehru, one 
of the “great travelers of all time.”*° Some of these entanglements 
left a lasting imprint and markedly changed the societies involved. 
In the Middle Ages, in antiquity, and before, important patterns of 
global connectivity were established. The quest for global 
connections in these early periods has spawned much exciting new 
work, demonstrating that it is not only possible, but often very 
productive to extend global perspectives deep into the human past. 
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And for some issues—take long-term studies of climate change—it 
would be absurd not to do so.*° 

To be sure, in these distant times links and connections were 
much weaker, and their impact more muted, than, say, in the 
twentieth century. They were not necessarily ornamental, but in 
many cases, their impact was limited. Frequently, for example, they 
affected only the elites in a few port cities rather than whole 
societies. And some connections were short-lived. Given the strong 
emphasis of the global approach on questions of integration and 
global structures, these limitations must be taken into account. It is 
not helpful to project global concerns indiscriminately into the deep 
past.°” 

Not all topics, therefore, will lend themselves equally to global 
perspectives. Let us take the example of Siep Stuurman’s recent 
study of two major ancient historians, Herodotus and Sima Qian. 
Writing in the fifth century B.C.E. and around 100 B.C.E., 
respectively, both interpreted the past from within their cultural 
ecumene, but both were interested in the societies around them and 
took what can be called an “anthropological turn” in their efforts to 
understand the societies around them—and to imagine how these 
strangers might see them in turn. This is a study of a broad trans- 
cultural subject, wide-ranging and stimulating; it allows us to find 
similarities where an older historiography would see only 
differences—of language, culture, and worldview. But strictly 
speaking, this is not global history in our sense of the term; on the 
level of method, it remains a traditional comparison. That in itself is 
of course not a shortcoming—given the absence or dearth of direct 
links between Classical Greece and Han China, and given the gap of 
several centuries between the two historians, a comparison is 
perhaps the more effective tool. But while the topic is broad and 
even global, the approach is not. Both cases are treated essentially 
on their own terms, in internalist fashion.*® 

Suppose we engaged in a comparison of state-building practices 
in the Roman Empire and Han China, the story might look quite 
different. Admittedly, there was hardly any direct contact between 
these two empires that each dominated large parts of the ancient 
world. When the government sent Gan Ying as an ambassador to 
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Rome in 97 C.E., the envoy turned back at the Black Sea before 
reaching the city on the Tiber—that was the closest Han China ever 
came to direct interaction with Rome. Nevertheless, there were 
external factors that impacted both polities in different but related 
ways. Commercial exchange along the Silk Road indirectly linked 
both empires; its rhythms subjected them to related, if not identical, 
challenges—as for example when wars in the Asian steppe disrupted 
the flow of trade throughout Central Asia. Conflicts with nomadic 
people on the fringes of empire affected both as well, for wars in the 
western regions of China regularly triggered uprisings on Rome’s 
eastern frontier. 

A study of state-building techniques in both places would have to 
take these larger contexts into account. It might still be organized as 
a comparison, but it could pursue very explicitly a global history 
agenda. Unlike the earlier example, it would build on some form of 
structured integration and treat it as an important context, even 
when nomadic wars and the Silk Road were not the main topics of 
study. These contexts need not take priority over everything else; 
indeed, they may be less prominent than other factors. But that is 
not the point. It is one of the tasks of global historians to gauge the 
relative impact of different degrees and different forms of 
integration. But whatever the scope of integration may be, a global 
history approach also urges us to address the question of causality 
on this larger, global scale. 
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CHAPTER 6 


Space in global history 





Since the advent of globalization, historians have begun to challenge 
the spatial parameters of their discipline. Experiments with 
alternative geographies are only the most visible manifestations of a 
more general “spatial turn” that seeks to rehabilitate space as a 
theoretical category.' On a practical level, this tinkering is what has 
most frequently been associated with global history. The quest for 
innovative conceptions of space and new spatial frames that break 
out of compartmental thinking opens up important questions for this 
discipline. Does global history encompass the entire stretch of the 
human experience? Is global history necessarily planetary in scope, 
covering the whole world? What are the appropriate units—the 
sites, the locations—for global historians? 

Such questions, of course, are not at all new. Historians have 
long discussed the respective merits of different perspectives, of the 
close-up versus the macroscopic vision. Differences of opinion were 
particularly pronounced in the challenge that micro-history 
mounted against structuralist approaches. In many ways, current 
concerns are heir to these older debates. At the same time, in the 
field of global history the question of scale poses itself with 
particular urgency. For one thing, global historians claim to move 
beyond venerable Eurocentric spatialities, thus putting the issue 
squarely at the center of the scholarly agenda. And second, the 
question of where to locate “the global” is not at all trivial. Is the 
global a distinct sphere of social action and of analysis? Is it a given, 
or rather produced through social activity and practice? 
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It is the professed goal of the entire phalanx of transnational, 
world, and global historians to write “histories for a less national 
age.” The nation-state container that the modern discipline of 
history has taken for granted must be left behind; and more than 
that—for the challenge is to break out of all established spatial 
units, including empires, religions, and civilizations. Here, too, 
historians need not reinvent the wheel. Historians of empire, trade, 
migration, and religion, to name but a few, have long preferred 
links and connections over discrete national narratives. Indeed, 
some have approached their subjects with an inherently 
transregional lens. The history of the slave trade is a good example. 
While the trans-Atlantic middle passage served as the central focus, 
equally critical were recruitment patterns in Africa, various forms of 
inner-African slavery, and slave markets in the Indian Ocean. This 
topic had the potential to open up larger vistas, for it involved a 
multiplicity of actors from Europe, Africa, the Americas, and the 
Middle East. The trajectories of trade routes and migration created 
new social spaces of communication as well, such as the frequent 
back and forth of former slaves across the “Black Atlantic.” Despite 
this, historians often used a primarily national perspective, treating 
slavery as part of North American, Cuban, or Brazilian history. 

Another field with seemingly built-in globality is environmental 
history, as pollution and climate change most definitely transcend 
political and cultural boundaries. For many years, however, the 
inherent transnationality of the phenomenon did not prevent 
historians from parceling their materials into national narratives 
about environmental movements and legislation—not least because 
the data available was aggregated on a national level. In principle, 
however, the effects of soil erosion, earthquakes, and tsunamis, as 
well as the spread of germs and pathogens, diseases and epidemics, 
and so forth, plainly require perspectives that are open to spaces 
constituted by the object of study, which do not necessarily 
converge with national and imperial borders.’ 

Does the escape from national narratives immediately necessitate 
a leap to the global? This is what many people commonly associate 
with the new approach. And indeed, the past two decades have seen 
a flood of publications that paint their subjects on a world-spanning 
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canvas: global histories of the Cold War, of sugar and cotton, of 
state-building, of the nineteenth century, of humanity itself. These 
are histories of an omnivorous kind, histories of everything, of 
planetary totality. Some are magisterial works that are able to 
substantially and successfully shift the parameters of their topic. 
They form an important sub-field of global history. But while they 
have garnered much popular attention, they are not necessarily 
typical of global history as a scholarly approach. Unlike these works 
of synthesis, most research projects and most innovative studies, 
have not opted for a world stage, but have rather sought to locate 
their objects of study in alternative historical spaces. 

There have been many attempts to conceive new spatialities and 
to explore novel geographies beyond the national, but short of the 
global. What is regarded as innovative will of course depend on the 
field and the period—broad European perspectives for example pose 
much less of a challenge to medieval historians than for historians of 
the modern period. In what follows, we will discuss in some detail 
four strategies for rethinking global space: constructing large 
transnational regions, the paradigm of “following,” thinking in 
networks, and writing micro-histories of the global. Ultimately, this 
chapter will argue that, as important as the quest for alternative 
spatial units may be, the real challenge consists in shifting between, 
and articulating, different scales of analysis, rather than sticking to 
fixed territories. 


Transnational spaces: oceans 


One of the most popular strategies for moving beyond the nation- 
state container has been to work within larger, supranational spaces 
that mediate between local conditions and large global 
constellations. In this context, interactive spaces have moved to the 
foreground, spaces that—like the great oceans—facilitated exchange 
over an extended period of time, across different political regimes, 
and even over great distances. These spaces enable us to see how 
interaction and communication established new forms of stability. 
Such perspectives are not new. Large regions designated as 
“Islamicate Eurasia,” the Chinese-dominated world of the 
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“Sinosphere,” and, most prominently, the Mediterranean, have long 
found their biographers. In the wake of Fernand Braudel’s classic 
work, other oceans—such as the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean— 
have generated a large historiography. The main temporal focus of 
such regionalist work has been the early modern period, a segment 
of the past not predominantly framed along national lines. Here, 
transcending the nation-state was not on the scholarly agenda. But 
even so, studying large regions and the oceans, posed a significant 
challenge to conventional geographies, and to the area studies. For 
much of human history, the great seas did not function as isolating 
bodies of water, but rather allowed for contacts and 
interconnections across political and cultural boundaries.* 

Global historians in recent years have built on these well- 
established approaches. Research on the Atlantic in particular has 
become a veritable breeding ground for transnational and global 
history research.” This more recent work has refined the 
frameworks, and has introduced several modifications that by-pass 
the limitations of earlier studies. First, the cohesion of such macro- 
regions, and in particular of maritime history, is no longer viewed as 
being confined to the early modern period. New research has 
established the extent to which oceanic spaces continued to be 
important well into the modern period, as transnational arenas 
mediating between national and global processes, especially in 
economic and cultural fields. This temporal extension of oceanic 
history has helped contest the idea that national frames necessarily 
took center stage from the nineteenth century onward.° 

Second, earlier forms of “thinking in large regions” (such as the 
history of medieval Europe) frequently had a Eurocentric bias. More 
recent work has complicated that traditional story in several ways. 
Some scholars have challenged assumptions of internal Euro- 
American development, complementing the venerable institution of 
Atlantic history with a focus on the Black and Red Atlantics.” Others 
have looked at the ways in which Europe was shaped by its 
connections to other parts of the world, via the Silk Road, for 
example. These works show that European history cannot be 
understood as having been self-generated, but rather was itself 
impacted by its many entanglements.” 
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Another technique employed in undermining Eurocentric master 
narratives developed out of new research on regions where Europe 
for a long time played only a subordinate role. One prominent field 
of such research is the history of the Indian Ocean, sometimes 
referred to as the “cradle of globalization.” Long before the 
European presence in the region, this body of water made possible 
cultural and economic relationships between Africa, the Arab world, 
the Indian subcontinent, Southeast Asia, and even China.'° The 
Black Sea, the South China Sea, the Pacific, and the Bay of Bengal 
played similar roles.'' A further oceanic space that has recently 
commanded much scholarly attention is the maritime world of East 
Asia, where a network of relationships spanned the Sea of Japan and 
the East China Sea. Much of this research, the majority of it 
published in Asian languages, is first and foremost a contribution to 
the history of East Asia. But it also provides important stimuli for 
global historians. For example, recent studies demonstrate that 
regional circumstances created the conditions under which it 
became possible for Western powers to expand their reach into East 
Asia. East Asia was not simply “incorporated” into the European 
trading world. Its connection to a Western-dominated world 
economy must be understood against the backdrop of an actively 
constructed East Asian order that was interlinked via the tributary 
system and connected via the silver economy to other circuits, 
extending all the way to the Americas.'? 


Exploring alternative spatialities 


Beyond histories of large regions and maritime worlds, global 
history has also triggered more experimental ways of ordering 
space. In several fields—among them the histories of commodities, 
of global organizations, of global health, and of global labor— 
historians have carved out novel spatial frames for their studies. The 
most innovative ventures in this direction are not based on fixed 
territorialities, but instead begin with questions and then follow 
people, ideas, and processes wherever they lead. In this way, 
historians have been able to transcend bounded territorialities, to 
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link locations within nations to other, supra-national levels, and to 
explore overlapping spaces.'* 

Such novel forays have been stimulated by discussions in 
neighboring fields such as anthropology. In an influential statement, 
George Marcus has turned “following” into a methodological mantra 
for doing ethnography in a global age: follow the people, follow the 
thing, follow the conflict, and so forth.’* Historians have taken up 
this suggestion and have embarked on studies that do not have one 
fixed territorial point of reference, but rather move across regions 
depending upon the dynamics of the issues at stake. A recent 
example is Gregory Cushman’s global history of guano. This is a 
book about bird shit. Though it would be more dignified perhaps 
and not inaccurate to describe it instead as a study of a commodity 
with high nitrogen concentrations that served as a much sought- 
after fertilizer and significantly increased agricultural yields in the 
industrial age. “Discovered” by Alexander von Humboldt in the 
early 1800s, by mid-century guano exports accounted for more than 
60 percent of Peru’s state revenues. It was first harvested on islands 
off the coast of Peru, but the author extends his story to wherever 
the bird droppings lead him. Instead of focusing on a particular 
space, he follows the guano: the trade, the people involved, and a 
set of ideas, along the South American coastline, into the Pacific 
island world, and on to the agricultural centers of Britain and the 
United States. '® 

Sometimes the connections studied are more imagined than real. 
In a stimulating book, Engseng Ho has followed the diaspora of the 
descendants of the Prophet Muhammad, beginning with its origins 
in southern Yemen and, over the following five hundred years, 
crossing the Indian Ocean to South East Asia. In their various 
destinations, the so-called Sayyids integrated into local societies 
(societies that were themselves impacted by the empires of the 
Portuguese, Dutch, and British), while at the same time standing out 
as cosmopolitan elites. What is most noteworthy is that they did not 
form a discernible community but instead belonged to different 
states, nations, ethnics, and linguistic groups. Their connection was 
primarily imagined, through the idea of a shared genealogy that 
guaranteed their social status. What Engseng Ho describes and 
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reconstructs is in effect a “society of the absent,” a virtual world 
that nevertheless had important real consequences, because Sayyid 
status facilitated travel and settlement. 6 

In other fields, trans-local mobility is situated more firmly within 
structural and institutional constraints. Global labor history, for 
example, charts the mobility of different types of workers— 
including slaves, indentured servants, seasonal employees, and 
“guest workers” while tying these movements to markets and to 
imperial infrastructures.” The history of commodities traces 
particular items—most famously sugar (in the classic study by 
Sidney Mintz), but also cotton, soy, porcelain, and glass—across 
distant geographies and across time. These are studies of 
interconnectedness that link sites of production and consumption in 
different locations and show how these commodities impacted 
individual households as well as larger groups and social 
formations.'® Even more explicitly, historians of commodity chains 
emphasize the ways in which market exigencies and the initiatives 
of historical actors overlap, and how institutional conditions shape 
the trajectories of laborers and goods. This category originated as a 
subfield of economic history, but it is potentially also open to 
cultural history perspectives, as it opens up a space in which to 
examine the motives and worldviews of workers and entrepreneurs, 
bankers and traders, buyers and consumers. The reconstruction of 
commodity chains very tangibly underlines the trans-regional flow 
of labor and goods, and by focusing on specific locations testifies to 
the structures that make possible, and at the same limit, global 
exchange.’? 

As these examples illustrate, global history approaches have 
prompted historians to explore alternative frameworks and to 
experiment with spatial categories that take account of the 
interconnectedness of the past. In the best of cases, they are able to 
capture the regularities of large trans-border processes, while 
remaining attentive to the local level, as when the focus turns to 
producers and consumers. Fields like global labor history and the 
history of commodity chains also demonstrate that there is no 
inherent contrast between what some commentators have termed 
processes of territorialization—the regulation of space by empires 


106 


and nation-states—and deterritorialization, vaguely understood as 
the dissolution of such stable orders. The idea current in the early 
2000s that globalization would lead to the vanishing of borders and 
to a fluid world of flows and connectivities has proven illusory. As 
recent work has shown, it is more useful to speak of regimes of 
territoriality—changing relationships between the nation and the 
state, between population and infrastructure, between territory and 
global order. Changes in these regimes result from the dissolution of 
some ties, while other structures and forms of embeddedness come 
to the fore. Elements of deterritorialization have always gone hand- 
in-hand with processes of reterritorialization.”° 


Networks 


A particularly popular approach that promises a way out of the 
methodological fallacies of bounded space has made use of the 
concept of the “network.” Since the 1990s, the term has become an 
almost ubiquitous buzzword in globalization research in the social 
sciences, and it has achieved wide currency in historical scholarship 
as well. A large part of its cachet is due to the widespread 
impression that the ongoing globalization process is characterized 
by a fundamental reconfiguration of power and space that in its 
outlines resembles a network. According to this view, the era of 
nation-states bent on controlling  territories—conceived as 
contiguous geographical areas—has been replaced by an age of 
interconnection in which the transfer of commodities, information, 
and people increasingly takes place between points, or nodes, within 
networks. “The critical matter is that these different positions do not 
coincide with countries,” writes sociologist Manuel Castells, one of 
the pioneers of this approach. “They are organized in networks and 
flows, using the technological infrastructure of the informational 
economy.””? 

Castells sees the network society as a product of the late 
twentieth century. In his view, the development of computer-based 
information technologies, and the Internet in particular, helped to 
maintain and perpetuate modes of communication and interaction 
that replaced older forms of community-building. Castells sees this 
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as the threshold to a new era, one ultimately determined by 
technology. “This new economy emerged in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century because the information technology revolution 
provided the indispensable, material basis for its creation.” Social 
relations and networks have of course been around for a long time, 
but Castells believes it is only now that it has become possible to 
organize complexity in a sustainable manner and beyond narrow 
boundaries.?” 

Even if one is not as unreservedly enthusiastic as Castells about 
network society as a radically new form of social order, the network 
concept does offer important points of reference for global historical 
studies. For example, historians who have traced the historical roots 
of the world’s infrastructural interconnectedness have pointed to 
parallel ways in which earlier technological advances profoundly 
changed society. Media revolutions—such as the invention of 
writing in ancient Sumer and Mesoamerica, or the introduction of 
moveable type printing in Korea, China, and by Gutenberg— 
expanded spheres of communication. The laying of submarine 
communications cables and the telegraphic system in the nineteenth 
century—the “Victorian Internet”—both contributed to a 
communications revolution similar in some respects to the changes 
observed by Castells.”° 

The concept of the network can prove helpful in other ways as 
well, quite independent of its relevance to infrastructure and 
technological development. After all, for centuries networks shaped 
the world’s connectivity. Even large empires, such as the Mongol 
Khanate, were built on the interpersonal bonds between rulers, 
governors, and vassals. Consider also networks of trading posts—the 
Portuguese Estado da India, for example, which was, for all its 
economic power, no more than a fragile system of Asian port cities, 
often isolated from their environs and exposed to constant danger. 
We must, in fact, imagine large parts of the history of cross-border 
interactions as a network structure. This applies to commodity 
flows, where for centuries good relations between suppliers and 
vendors were crucial; it applies also to the movements of people, as 
they often took the form of chain migrations; and it applies just as 
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readily to trans-border capital investments that brought bankers into 
contact with debtors they could trust. 

It is no wonder then that the notion of a network has caught on 
among historians. Whether it be networks of Hadhramaut 
merchants, Jesuit missionaries, Sufi saints, or anticolonial activists, 
historians have been quick to appropriate the fashionable term 
when inquiring into the human webs that shaped past interactions.” 
The large literature on the go-betweens of globalization—the 
interpreters and translators, the travelers and experts, the brokers 
and intermediaries—owes part of its effectiveness to the way in 
which it portrays the world as “networked,” and global power as 
dispersed and discontinuous, rather than as a hermetic totality. The 
network analogy also serves to link real people to global processes, 
and to rehabilitate individual agency vis-a-vis larger structures.”° 

While many historians find the notion of the network intuitively 
useful, its theoretical status is much less clear. Usually, there is little 
systematic reflection on what actually constitutes a network and 
distinguishes it from a loose sequence of contacts. How dense need 
the web of interactions be in order to qualify as a network? What 
level of consolidation and stability can be observed? What is the 
frequency and duration of interactions? Which media make it 
possible for networks to be maintained and perpetuated? The 
analytical value of the network concept frequently remains 
indeterminate and vague as well. 

Heuristically productive though it may be, the literature on 
global networks shares some of the shortcomings that attend an un- 
reflected emphasis on connections and entanglement. Such studies 
do not always pay sufficient attention to the fact that networks are 
parts of broader power structures. The remote outpost of an empire 
still draws its authority from contexts that cannot be satisfactorily 
characterized as simple network effects: differences in military 
power, market-induced dependencies, or discursive structures that 
legitimize and shore up the hegemony. Conversely, networks have a 
direct impact even on those who are not a part of them; exclusion 
and marginalization by no means grants immunity from the 
networks’ effects. We must keep in mind that the network is 


109 


embedded in structural inequalities, lest the impression arise that it 
operates in a vacuum. 

Much the same can be said about the internal workings of a 
network. At first glance it might seem to consist in those who are 
“in” as opposed to those who are “out.” Membership is assumed to 
grant access to resources and power, while marginalization is the 
fate of those who are excluded. There is certainly a grain of truth in 
this. However, we must bear in mind that hierarchies play a key role 
within networks, too. And the overarching transition that Castells 
describes, from an age of hierarchies to an age of networks, is not an 
adequate description of historical change.”° 

It is important, therefore, that the discussion of networks and 
flows does not create the impression that we are looking at self- 
generated processes—just as it is not helpful to see connectedness, 
and globalization more generally, as devoid of agency. Networks, 
after all, are made. In some cases, state institutions drive their 
creation—entities hardly considered in network studies. More often, 
they are created and upheld by the people who operate them. This is 
explicitly recognized by Bruno Latour, another inspirational figure 
for network theory. His mantra has it that historians should “just 
follow the actors.””” Best known for his controversial suggestion that 
non-humans such as animals and objects be included in networks, 
Latour sees networks as operating from the bottom up, constantly 
reproducing connections whose stability cannot be simply assumed. 
He holds that, empirically, we can only observe small-scale forms of 
interaction and for that reason we should focus on their dynamics, 
and not on large structures. A society, for example, should be 
understood not as “a place, a thing, a domain or a kind of stuff,” but 
as a “provisional movement of new associations.”° 

Latour’s is a useful reminder of the importance of looking 
closely, and of the dangers of prematurely positing causalities that 
are abstract and not traceable. “If connections are established 
between sites,” he postulates, “it should be done through more 
descriptions, not by suddenly taking a free ride through all-terrain 
entities like Society, Capitalism, Empire, Norms, Individualism, 
Fields and so on.”? Both his call for more manageable scales and his 
attention to concrete links and interactions have been particularly 
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influential in recent global histories of science. In particular, his 
advice that the historian focus on what he calls “immutable 
mobiles,” that is the standardized forms of measurement and 
representation—including their corresponding instruments and 
charts, graphs and texts—has proven heuristically useful. It has 
facilitated the analysis of how networks are established and held 
together across space and time. If Latour is perhaps not the best 
guide for the historian aspiring to write a global account, this is not 
so much due to how closely his approach comes to that of micro 
studies. For as the next section will show, going micro can be 
entirely in keeping with exploring different scales, from the local to 
the global. Rather, Latour’s strong opposition to concepts of 
structure would make it difficult to reconcile his approach with the 
notion of integration on which global history ultimately rests. 


Micro-histories of the global 


Most people intuitively associate global history with macro- 
perspectives, with planetary narratives of change as seen on the 
greatest possible scale. Frequently, the debate on the “Great 
Divergence” and studies of economic globalization are understood 
as synonymous with global history. And indeed, many works written 
with a large general audience in mind do span the entire world. But 
the equation of global history with a macro-historical orientation is 
misleading. Far more common, and in many cases also more 
rewarding, are studies that analyze one concrete subject in its 
spatial and social specificity, and at the same time position it in 
global contexts. The most fascinating questions are often those that 
arise at the intersection between global processes and their local 
manifestations. 

The global and the local are thus not necessarily opposites. In 
The World and a Very Small Place in Africa, Donald R. Wright traces 
the ways in which the tiny Niumi region in present-day Gambia has 
been integrated into the world economy since the fifteenth century. 
Wright describes the large and overarching processes that affected 
the community through the centuries: the spread of Islam, the trans- 
Saharan slave trade, the arrival of the Portuguese, the European 
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demand for groundnuts from the region beginning in the 1830s, 
colonization by the British, and independence during the Cold War. 
At the same time, he follows the currents of local reactions, forms of 
appropriation, and spaces for agency that made the inhabitants of 
Niumi into world-historical actors in their own right. In every 
chapter the book focuses on individual Africans and their responses 
to major developments, and on how they coped with, managed, and 
in their own ways influenced change on the global level.’ 

While Wright, owing to his theoretical investment in World 
Systems Theory, tackles the question of individual agency through 
his understanding of large structures, other historians have more 
wholeheartedly embraced an individualized approach. They identify 
the micro-level with single historical actors whose cross-border 
itineraries become the stuff of global biographies. In some cases 
these life stories trace familiar terrain and are based on 
conventional methodology; in others they are more explicitly linked 
to a strategy designed to enable the reading of history “from below.” 
An example of the latter strategy is Natalie Zemon Davis’s study on 
Leo Africanus (c. 1486-1554), in which she draws a portrait “of a 
man with a double vision, sustaining two cultural worlds, sometimes 
imagining two audiences, and using techniques taken from the 
Arabic and Islamic repertoire while folding in European elements in 
his own fashion.”°? 

Born al-Hasan ibn Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Wazzan in Muslim 
Granada (now Spain), Leo Africanus grew up in Fez in Morocco and 
travelled all the way across the Sahara to Cairo and Istanbul, before 
being captured by pirates and presented as a gift to Pope Leo X. He 
was baptized in Rome in 1520 and rose to become the confidant of a 
number of scholars and even of the Pope himself. Leo received far 
greater attention in Rome than his social status would have afforded 
him in his home country, and he was in the fortunate position of 
being able to make use of the opportunities afforded by his mobility 
across cultural boundaries. His was an exceptional case, and his was 
an unlikely fate for a captive of pirates. 

Davis, one of the pioneers of micro-history, presents her 
protagonist as representative of a transitional period. During his 
time, the Muslim and Christian worlds came into closer contact with 
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each other, and although the tensions between religious, ethnic, 
cultural, and national identities that were subsequently to intensify 
were already quite noticeable, the possibility existed that some level 
of mutual understanding might be reached. Davis’s text is pervaded 
by a desire for dialogue across cultures, and in this respect it is a 
typical product of its time—she wrote in reaction to the predictions 
of a “clash of civilizations” and the return of religious conflicts that 
were widespread at the beginning of the twenty-first century. And 
indeed, there is a tendency in many—though not all—global 
biographies to romanticize individual experiences of border- 
crossing, and of globalization.” Frequently, this is the result of a 
perspective that sees the world through the eyes of the protagonists 
and tends to slight larger structures unless the historical actors 
themselves are cognizant of them. 

In the best of cases, however, a focus on individuals or small 
groups can lead us to fascinating insights into processes of global 
change and how they frame the space for individual agency. Not 
least, micro-perspectives are able to reveal the heterogeneity of the 
past and the stubbornness of historical actors. “Local history can 
point us to the ways in which local particularities challenge the 
homogeneity of global narratives and where local practices point to 
divergence from the path to ever increasing connectedness. The 
place of the local is to remind us of the local diversity that 
flourished both because and in spite of the connections that shaped 
the early modern world.”** 

A good example is a study by Sho Konishi, in which he traces the 
travels of Lev Mechnikov, a Russian member of the early anarchist 
movement, to Japan in the immediate wake of the 1868 Meiji 
Restoration. Ignoring the perspectives prevalent in the Europe of his 
day, Mechnikov saw Japan not as backward and a potential object 
of colonization. He was convinced instead of its revolutionary 
potential, and of the possibilities of a non-Eurocentric, non-Social 
Darwinist anarchism “from below.” His enthusiasm for the mutual 
aid associations he found in the Japanese countryside was later 
taken up by other anarchists, such as Kropotkin—with such 
enthusiasm that when in the early twentieth century aspiring 
Japanese anarchists borrowed from their Russian mentors, they 
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were confronted with traditions that had originated in their own 
society in the Tokugawa period.’ 

Generally speaking, a global history agenda and an interest in 
concrete and individual cases are by no means mutually exclusive. 
As the catchword of “glocalization” suggests, global processes were 
experienced in, and constituted by, local constellations. An exclusive 
focus on macro-perspectives is therefore not sufficient—and neither 
is a language of specificity and contingency alone. To better 
understand the “translation,” appropriation, and modification of 
global structures, institutions, and ideas within the frameworks of 
local idioms and institutional settings—and the way in which these 
settings were in turn reconfigured as the result of such global 
connections—are among the most essential and the most fruitful 
tasks that global historians set for themselves. 


The units of global history 


Oceans, networks, the local—or the planet in its totality? What are 
the units of inquiry most appropriate to global history? These 
questions might well come to mind, but they are in fact the wrong 
questions. For there is no unit that is by definition better suited to 
global approaches than another. In the end, the entities studied will 
vary depending on the questions asked. Some issues—take for 
example: How did the introduction of the printing press affect 
sociability in Calcutta’s rural hinterland?—require the close-up; 
others, such as an inquiry into the effects of the transition to 
agriculture on demographic growth, are best tackled through a 
macro-perspective. To answer some questions, we need to 
understand the motives of specific individuals, while other questions 
can only be answered on an aggregate level. 

No unit is inherently superior. Some simply enable us to 
generalize, while others encourage us to be more specific. This also 
means that our selectivity—what to include, what to leave out—will 
depend on the units chosen. Adam McKeown makes this abundantly 
clear: “Just as the historian of Potosi need not know the history of 
every mine, church, and individual in the city in order to write a 
convincing narrative, so the historian of Bolivia need not know the 
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history of every city in Bolivia, and a historian of the world need 
not know the histories of every nation, empire, and trade diaspora. 
Similarly, nobody expects a generalization about industrialization in 
the United States to apply equally to Chicago, Georgia, and the Hopi 
Indian reservation.” No unit is the one and only true unit of inquiry. 
What is more, different units direct our attention to different 
processes. Different units, in other words, are not only different 
windows on the same object, but each window allows us to see 
processes that might not have come into view through another 
window. “The common criticism that grand narratives get the 
details wrong is beside the point—they aim at larger processes and 
trends.”°*° 

If different units are thus complementary, we are led to three 
further conclusions. First, global perspectives cannot take any unit 
for granted as a convenient building block in an increasingly 
integrated world. Instead, they need to be attentive to the processes 
that generated cohesion and propelled particular sites or regions 
into existence in the first place. This in turn compels us to be 
attentive to the constructed character of any territorial entity. It also 
implies that the forces that made these spaces cannot be found 
entirely within the units themselves. The conventional conception of 
territorial units—be they regional, national, or even local—is based 
on images of self-sufficiency and autarchy. But the historical 
emergence of such spatial entities defies the fiction of autonomy. 
Forces external to the spaces in question have been as instrumental 
for their formation as were internal factors. The constitution and 
fixation of special units must be read as part of the transformation 
of territoriality on a global scale.°’ 

Second, in the sequence local-national-regional-global, the 
national is simply one level among others. In programmatic 
statements, the nation-state may be the abhorred specter of global 
historians who aim to transcend the juxtaposition of national 
narratives as a series of pearls on a string. However, this does not 
mean that nations and the nation-state are now obsolete. Since the 
nineteenth century, a single global political system based on nation- 
states has emerged. Nation-states have shaped many societies, and 
in many respects their institutional reality—the political order, the 
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welfare state, the knowledge systems, and much more—is still 
nationally determined. Some topics may even suffer a distortion 
when forced into transnational frameworks. For many questions, 
then, the national will remain one important level of analysis. 

Third, if fear of methodological nationalism should not lead us to 
abandon the nation altogether, neither should it lure us into its twin 
predicament: methodological globalism. For some topics, and some 
questions, the global is the appropriate level of analysis; for others, 
it may be less useful. The Italian port city of Genoa was deeply 
enmeshed in transnational circuits for centuries; some mountain 
villages in Switzerland, today only a few hours away, were not. Not 
every place is entangled in the same way, and it would be wrong to 
privilege world-spanning processes over more local dynamics in 
every case. We should not, in other words, take the causal priority 
of global structures for granted.*® 


Shifting scales 


The quest for alternative units and sites, however, has frequently 
only shifted the problematic of how best to spatialize the global past 
without resolving it. In many cases, historians have opted for novel 
geographies, but in the end have tended to then treat these new 
spaces as given. Take the history of oceans: The focus on maritime 
encounters posed an important challenge to conventional 
landlocked notions of national space. But while it cannot be 
disputed that the critical impulse of this shift was to undermine 
conventional units, the oceans soon emerged as the new privileged 
entities, as guarantors of commonality and cohesion. Instead of 
serving as heuristic spaces, oceans soon jelled into fixed territorial 
entities in their own right. Historians had simply replaced one space 
—the nation—with another. In this way, many works in the field 
remain tied to forms of container-thinking that the new approach 
had claimed to discard. They presuppose fixed spatial entities 
instead of exploring them. The geography of a research project—its 
spatial units—cannot be the point of departure, it needs to be seen 
as part of the puzzle. This is a fundamental challenge facing the 
practice of global history, which more often than not “simply 


116 


respatializes the past, not through a radical reconsideration of the 
spaces of history, but simply by rearranging existing spaces from a 
perspective that supposedly transcends them all.”°? 

The crucial distinction to be made here is between units and 
scale. We can study a particular location—such as Potosi—and still 
relate this unit of analysis to a variety of scales: national, regional, 
trans-Pacific, global. On every such level, different dimensions of 
the topic come into view. We can remain in Potosi and ask questions 
concerning ethnic and class differences, gender relationships, and 
local cultural expressions; we can also, however, reference the 
global level and ask big questions, even though we are looking at a 
small place. This does not mean that we need to study all of the 
potential different levels at the same time. Just as scientists may opt 
to study a forest, a tree, or the cells in a tree without claiming a 
principled priority for any of them, historians will privilege a 
particular scale depending on the question that they are asking. The 
issue of scale is certainly not an exclusive preserve of global history; 
but it is one of the assets of the approach that it very explicitly 
raises the issue of interlocking scales on the one hand, and of 
appropriate spatial perspectives on the other, and forces historians 
to be reflective about their choices.*° 

It is important to recognize that the scales in question are not 
given. They are instead constituted through social activity and 
everyday practices. The “local,” for example, has emerged as a 
category of identification, and of analysis, in response to processes 
of nation-building and of globalization. “What is often referred to as 
the local,” writes social scientist Roland Robertson, “is essentially 
included within the global.”*! The “global,” too, should not be 
supposed as a given formation, but rather as constituted and 
instantiated through the activities of social actors. 

It is through the interplay of different measures of reality—what 
Jacques Revel has called “scale shifts” (jeux d’échelles)—that 
different dimensions of the past become visible. History must be 
understood as a multilayered process, in which the different layers 
follow, to some extent, each its own respective logic; they cannot be 
simply conflated, or added up to compose one smooth and coherent 
whole. Conclusions reached at one level do not simply transfer to 
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the next. Their effects, however, are palpable and have an impact on 
other levels. In the historical process, different scales of inquiry are 
mutually constitutive: huge macro-processes impact societies down 
to the level of the individual, while changes on the ground may in 
turn affect larger structures.*? 

Overly abstract as this scaling of the past with its overlapping 
and interrelated levels of human activity and entanglements may 
seem, it is particularly attractive to global historians. Let us 
conclude this section with the example of Andrew Zimmerman’s 
Alabama in Africa, a book that begins with individual lives but 
eventually brings larger configurations into view. 

Zimmerman’s story begins on a rainy November day in the year 
1900, when four graduates of the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial 
Institute in Alabama boarded the “Graf Waldersee” for a voyage that 
would take them from New York, via Hamburg, to the German 
colony of Togo. They had been recruited by the German Colonial- 
Economic Committee (Kolonialwirtschaftliches Komitee) for the 
explicit mission of teaching “the negroes there how to plant and 
harvest cotton in a rational and scientific way.” Togo had been a 
German colony since 1884, and after an initial phase of private 
initiatives and exploitation, reform-minded colonial bureaucrats at 
around the turn of the century began to aim at more systematic and 
sustained interventions with the goal of modernizing the colony and 
turning it into a profitable enterprise. In taking this new, scientific 
tack, they recognized that the native population would have to play 
a central role. Schooling, health provisions, and the ubiquitous 
“education of the negro to work,” therefore, were among the 
reformers’ central concerns. 

The Germans’ interest in the Tuskegee graduates was rooted in 
the conviction that race relations in the American South might offer 
a model for Germany’s African colonies. German bureaucrats and 
social scientists were particularly taken with Booker T. Washington, 
the director of the institute, who had imparted to the institute’s 
African American students his conception of natural hierarchies of 
race. Washington assumed that there would be a need—after the 
abolition of slavery—first to “educate” the African Americans in a 
Christian life, manual labor, and small-scale farming, so that 
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gradually over time they might acquire the status of full citizens. His 
conservative views on social and racial relations were well aligned 
with the European imperialist understanding of control and 
segregation. The Tuskegee graduates thus appeared to be ideal 
facilitators for a modernization project that would not threaten 
political and racial order in the colonies. Washington, for his part, 
supported imperialism, for he regarded Africa as backward and in 
need of a civilizing mission—and he was convinced that the 
Germans were particularly well suited for that task. In the end, 
however, the Togo project—a school to train students to grow 
cotton for the European market—was a political and economic 
failure. 

This experiment can be analyzed on different levels of social 
experience. On a micro-level, both the inner workings of the 
Tuskegee complex in Alabama and of the social make-up of colonial 
Togo are crucial for an understanding of the fate of the project. For 
example, without a close analysis of social relations in the territory 
of the Ewe—the dominant ethnic group in the south of Togo—it 
would not be possible to understand what caused the conflict 
between imported and local farming methods, the specific role 
played in the story by Togolese women who had previously been 
engaged primarily in agriculture, or the fierce resistance of the 
population to recruitment, instruction, imposed labor conditions, 
and social intervention. 

Beyond the local, the episode also sheds light on other scales 
that had impact on this story. Among them was the German Empire, 
as the supply of raw cotton—around 1900, the German cotton 
industry was the third-largest in the world—was a primary objective 
of German colonial policy. A further level was the inter-imperial 
space, the larger formation of Western colonialism that supplied the 
hegemonic discourse and overall rationale of colonial intervention, 
and which was epitomized by a civilizing mission and a rhetoric of 
“improvement” and development. Third, the Togo experiment was 
set in what has been called the “Black Atlantic,” amidst the ties 
established by the trans-oceanic mobility of African Americans and 
debates on Pan-Africanism. On a fourth level, Togo was linked to 
the expectation of German social scientists that the social order in 
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the American South might provide a model on which to structure 
ethnically segregated labor relations in agriculture—not only in the 
colonies, but in the medium term also in the Polish-speaking regions 
of East Prussia; on this level, Togo was incorporated into a system 
that exploited agricultural hinterlands under (quasi)colonial 
conditions. And last but not least, there is one crucial scale of 
analysis in this example that is explicitly global, connected to the 
integration of markets and of the world economy. On this level, the 
Togo project can be understood as an effect of the global 
restructuring of the production of raw materials after the end of the 
slave trade, and as part of on-going efforts to replace slave 
plantations with nominally free—but in reality often not free— 
labor. 

It is clear that much of the dynamic of the case was driven by 
the overlap of a variety of forces and by the interaction of different 
scales. Through such an interplay, global historians are able to 
negotiate various levels of social practice, and to address global 
interactions without having to treat the whole world as their unit of 
analysis. The global, in other words, is not a distinct sphere, exterior 
to national/local cases; it is, rather, a scale that can be referenced 
even when we look at individual lives and small spaces. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Time in global history 





On its surface, global history does not speak the language of time. 
Its immediate association is instead with space. The privileged 
vocabulary of global historians—mapping, circulation, flows, 
networks, deterritorialization—is almost exclusively concerned with 
a new understanding of the role of space in history. The flip side of 
this fascination is the challenge it poses to the hegemony of time, a 
hegemony that was long characteristic within historical narratives. 
All variants of modernization theory, for example, assumed time as 
their central category. A whole rhetorical arsenal of temporal terms 
—revolution and progress, advanced and backward nations, 
stagnation and catching up, the longue durée, and the synchronicity, 
of the non-synchronous—was mustered to locate people, societies, 
and civilizations within a larger temporal matrix. History, indeed, 
was largely chronometry. Global history as an approach poses a 
fundamental critique to this paradigm. It challenges the privileging 
of temporal metaphors and the established view of history as 
genealogy and (internal) development. 

This does not mean, however, that the issue of time has been 
entirely sidelined so that it is no longer of conceptual importance. 
Partly as an effect of the prerogative of space in its perspectives, 
global history has also led to a reconfiguration of time in historical 
accounts. Two propositions, in particular, merit discussion here. 
They are situated at opposite ends of the time scale, focusing on the 
longest and shortest possible extensions of time. At one end of the 
spectrum, historians have begun to cover all of human history (and 
even more) in one coherent framework. At the other end, the notion 
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of synchronicity has emerged as a characteristic trope that 
challenges notions of developmental time. 

As a discussion of these extremes on the broad spectrum of 
temporal scales ultimately illustrates, different time frames are 
appropriate for different questions and shape the answers they yield. 
There is thus no inherently superior frame; rather, different 
temporal scales are complementary. Every study will privilege the 
particular scale most conducive to addressing the issues at stake. 
This chapter will argue, however, that most case studies will benefit 
from considering different time scales together and attending to 
their respective analytical purchase. 


Big and deep history 


Global historians have begun not only to move across the planet, 
but also to expand the temporal frame of their studies. The 
“telescope rather than the microscope” is their privileged optic.’ 
Many works cover huge swaths of time, and their authors seem to 
have no qualms about traversing an entire millennium, or more. 
Large time frames are, of course, the stock in trade of any work of 
synthesis. But the desire to go global seems to have unleashed a 
special eagerness to cover everything, everywhere, and always. 
Some historians who propagate radically long-term perspectives 
have gone so far as to suggest that only huge time frames will reveal 
the truth about the human past. 

“Deep history” and “big history” are the names of the game. 
Their proponents present them as analogous to the critique of 
Eurocentrism that is often identified with global history. As Daniel 
Lord Smail and Andrew Shryock put it, “We can follow the lead of 
postcolonial theorists who have pursued a similar agenda in the 
medium of space, though they have done so rarely, if ever, in the 
medium of time.” After “provincializing Europe,” then, the call is 
now to provincialize modernity: to extend the time frame back into 
the remotest past, and to liberate historical time from the teleology 
of the modern.’ 

Smail’s concept of a “deep history” proposes a study of all of the 
human past, and further suggests the need to overcome the 
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conceptual barrier between historians, archaeologists, and 
biologists. As he has perceptively argued, the discipline of history 
operates with a fundamental boundary that is equated with the 
invention of writing. There is no convincing reason, however, to 
differentiate between the deep human past, and societies with 
script.° The field of “big history,” made popular by the Australian 
historian David Christian, goes even further back in time and starts 
with natural history before the advent of humans, and for that 
matter before the advent of life on the planet. Beginning with the 
Big Bang and the formation of the solar system, big history reduces 
conventional world history almost to the level of a micro-study, and 
the history of the human species to a few pages. Both deep and big 
history devote a lot of attention to the millennia occupied by 
hunting and gathering societies, intimating that they shaped humans 
in ways still crucial to our understanding of families, religions, and 
the obsessions of the present day.* 

These approaches promise to generate new perspectives not 
otherwise accessible to historians. Just as some issues require the 
close-up, others can only be tackled within such an extended time 
frame. A good example is Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel, 
one of the most popular works in this emerging field. Among the 
issues the book pursues is an inquiry into the causes of the European 
conquest of the American continent. How did it come about that the 
Spaniards landed in America—and not the Incas in Europe? And 
how was it possible, in 1532, for a small group of 168 Spaniards to 
defeat an army of 80,000 Incas and conquer the most powerful state 
on the American continent? Was it their superior weapons, the 
swords and guns? The greater courage of Spaniards? Their Catholic 
faith? Was it Spanish inventiveness or some other cultural factor? 
Was it indeed any of the stuff that historians usually deal with? 
Diamond thinks not. For him, the crucial difference was geological. 
The North-South axis of the American continent slowed the spread 
of usable plants and animals—a precondition for complex sedentary 
societies—across the continent’s climatic zones. In Eurasia, with its 
East-West orientation, this process took much less time, an 
advantage that enabled Eurasian societies to grow more rapidly in 
size and complexity. And as a side effect of the spread of draft 
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animals, their populations were accustomed to fatal diseases. When 
the Europeans arrived in America, they brought with them 
pathogens against which the indigenous population was entirely 
unprotected; an estimated 95 percent of the continent’s population 
fell victim to newly introduced diseases. Different geological 
conditions, in other words, allowed societies to develop in the core 
regions of Eurasia that were better equipped to cross oceans, to 
withstand diseases, and to subjugate other groups than the natives 
of the Americas. In 

Diamond’s reading, the “Collision at Cajamarca”—the first meeting 
of Pizarro and Atahualpa in the highlands of Peru in November 
1532—was decided long before it took place.” 

As the example above shows, long-term perspectives are able to 
bring into view important dimensions easily lost sight of in more 
traditional historical time frames. Students of deep and big history 
may thus offer insights not afforded by their colleagues with a less 
galactic vision. This is why some have applauded the new approach 
so enthusiastically. “This is a great achievement,” exclaimed 
William McNeill upon reading David Christian’s book, “analogous to 
the way in which Isaac Newton in the seventeenth century united 
the heavens and the Earth under uniform laws of motion.”° More 
palpably, Christian has received the support of Bill Gates and his 
foundation, and together they have initiated the Big History Project 
dedicated to bring big history into the school curriculum. 

Most historians are, however, somewhat reluctant to embrace 
the call to go big, or deep. Methodologically, two premises of the 
genre are essentially at odds with the usual historical approach. 
First, the search for ultimate causes and primal driving forces in 
history has led many big historians to develop a determinist view of 
the past. In some ways, this is a direct corollary of the time frame 
applied. “There are,” David Christian asserts, “aspects of human 
history that cannot be adequately handled using the familiar 
mantras of agency and contingency.”” In many big histories, the 
power of geography and the environment is so absolute as to render 
human interventions almost meaningless. 

This first hazard, the determinist fallacy, is closely tied to a 
second: the perils of attempting to fuse the natural sciences and the 
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humanities into one overarching paradigm. The debate between 
nomothetic sciences and their quest for general laws on the one 
hand, and idiographic sciences such as history on the other, has a 
long history. Proponents of deep and big history very consciously 
aim to bridge the divide—but they too often do so in a way that 
turns the past into a province of the natural sciences. As Jared 
Diamond openly acknowledges, the “subject matter is history, but 
the approach is that of science.”® For Ian Morris, “history is a subset 
of biology is a subset of chemistry is a subset of physics.”’ The effect 
of such a fusion is to subordinate history to the same quest for 
universal laws that characterizes the natural sciences.'° Given their 
predilection for laws, it is no wonder that big historians regularly 
venture inferences about the future—as when Ian Morris confidently 
declares that “2103 is probably the latest point at which the Western 
age will end.”!' While most global historians have set out to 
challenge the teleologies that have long stained historical accounts, 
big history is poised to restore notions of progress and directionality 
to the historical process. 


Scales of time and Zeitschichten 


In the end, the difference between big historians and the rest of the 
discipline boils down to the issue of scale. As in the case of space, 
the appropriate time frame depends on the issues covered and on 
the scope of questions asked. Conversely, our understanding of any 
event or process will vary depending on the temporal order of 
analysis. In principle, any occurrence can be interpreted within 
different and multiple time frames. Historians have long known 
about multi-layered time regimes that overlap in different ways. 
Fernand Braudel has famously emphasized the plurality of historical 
times, being himself particularly interested in the extended time 
frame of the longue durée and thus in temporal rhythms so slow that 
they otherwise do not come into view. More recently, Reinhart 
Koselleck has introduced the geological metaphor of Zeitschichten, 
layers of time that pile up and interact. They alert us to different 
levels in the temporal scaffolding, to different sequences of 
acceleration and duration, and to intervals characterized by their 
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own tempo of change. Needless to say, these different temporalities 
each require different spatial frameworks; scales of time and scales 
of space are thus always immediately linked.'* 

In such a scheme, there is room for a variety of time frames, 
ranging from moments and singular events all the way up to the 
very longest spans of big history. These scales coexist, and 
complement each other, even if approach and findings may be 
different or even incompatible. Their relevance, too, will vary 
considerably. The very short term—a moment, a day—will not be a 
rewarding time frame for most issues; neither will the very long 
term. For most topics—and this includes events long past, such as 
the invention of writing—the origins of the planet, and the 
succession of protohumans and their spread across the earth, do not 
much matter.!? The majority of issues that historians set out to 
resolve cannot be sensibly addressed through big history (which 
looks back several millions of years), or deep history (40,000 years). 
Even a view that begins with the Anthropocene Epoch (the past 200 
years) will be too broad to cover meaningfully what is at stake in 
many questions. That said, it is very likely that, compared to recent 
decades, the relevance of larger scales will increase, and that to 
some extent we will witness a return of the longue durée. After 
decades in which micro-history and cultural history dominated parts 
of the discipline, recently time frames have once again expanded, 
due both to the global history agenda and to the huge data sets 
made available to the discipline by the digital humanities.‘ 

Whatever the topic, different layers of time will offer different 
perspectives. And depending on what we want to explain, and on 
what scale, these layers may overlap. Take the example of China’s 
rise to economic superpower status in the early twenty-first century. 
If we looked only at the two most recent decades, since the death of 
Deng Xiaoping in 1997, we would be less surprised at China’s 
enormous growth rates than at the ability of a Communist Party to 
manage capitalist change. If we were to extend our time frame back 
to 1978, when Deng’s reform program began, the subsequent rise to 
national wealth becomes virtually incomprehensible. Post-Maoist 
China was among the poorest of countries worldwide, run by one of 
the most authoritarian governments on the planet. Viewed from that 


126 


time frame, it would seem a highly unlikely setting for a 
groundswell of entrepreneurial energy. The historian’s explanatory 
focus would necessarily turn to the decisions taken by the political 
oligarchy. 

If we adjust our lenses to take in broad swaths of time, say the 
past one thousand years, the picture again changes. For a very long 
time, and well into the eighteenth century, the prosperous regions of 
China belonged to the economically most productive centers of 
settlement in the world. Seen from such a vantage point, China’s 
current rise looks less like a new beginning than a homecoming: a 
structurally determined return to the “normality” of China’s power 
status. The picture would be incomplete, however, if we did not pay 
attention to the middle-range time frame of the past one hundred 
and fifty years. Starting in the 1860s, under the pressure of 
imperialist penetration, the Qing government experimented with 
strategies of economic modernization, based on state control of 
private enterprise. This form of embedded capitalism gave birth to 
an important pattern of path-dependency that persists in China 
today. And finally, the 1930s—a golden age of unfettered Chinese 
capitalism in an age of weak state institutions—saw the rise of 
private capital, which subsequently survived in Hong Kong and 
among the overseas Chinese, and which continues to have an effect 
on the Chinese economy.'° 

China’s present rise was not predicated on any one of these 
factors alone. It was not determined in the long run, but it was 
conditioned by a range of historical circumstances. Each different 
time frame adds an explanatory dimension not visible otherwise. As 
with space, such a scaling of the past, or jeux d’échelles, is the best 
methodological tool to accommodate different temporalities. 

The global dimension is not intrinsically connected to any one of 
these time frames. Global perspectives can be integrated on every 
level, from macro-accounts spanning several centuries and more, to 
the analyses of the short-term and even of crucial moments. The 
general public most often associates global history with long-term 
studies, with the portrayal of whole centuries if not millennia of the 
planet’s past. Methodologically more challenging, however, and 
therefore deserving our attention, are approaches with a temporal 
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framework of much shorter duration: that focus on particular 
moments and short-term events, and indeed on situations of 
synchronicity. 


Synchronicity 


The concern with synchronicity, with the contemporaneous even if 
geographically distant, has become a hallmark of global approaches. 
Historians pay attention to events across borders and their 
simultaneous effects, and more generally to the synchronic 
conditions that empower and limit historical actors. Such a focus 
contrasts strikingly with the conventional preoccupations of the 
discipline, for it abandons the traditional quest for long continuities 
and for the earliest roots of phenomena; and it makes no 
assumptions about the staying power of traditions, the effects of 
“remnants” of the past, and the path-dependency of development. 

What does a shift from a genealogical to a synchronic model 
imply? Let us look, by way of example, at the virtual explosion of 
controversy about the memory of World War II in East Asia after 
1990. At that time, throughout the whole region, war memories 
turned into memory wars, both within countries and internationally. 
The publication of a Japanese history schoolbook could lead to 
heated debates among the Japanese public and trigger violent 
clashes on the streets of Seoul and Beijing. This outbreak of fiercely 
contested memory is usually described as a “return of the 
repressed,” an almost natural eruption of memorial activity after 
many decades of suppression and amnesia, a resurgence of a 
traumatic past that continued to haunt the present. The genealogical 
model, in other words, put the emphasis on the relationship 
between the past and the present, on delayed responses to 
something that happened fifty years ago. 

It is much more productive, however, to understand the memory 
wars in Japan, China, and Korea as an effect of contemporary, and 
synchronous, transformations: as responses to something that 
happened in the 1990s, in other words, and not as distant 
reverberations from1937 or 1945. Such a reading situates the 
memory boom at the end of the Cold War and within the 
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transformation of the political and economic order of the region that 
took place at that time. The end of a regime formatted largely on 
the East-West dichotomy sparked a shift that enabled political 
groups and civil society initiatives, as well as corporate interests, to 
focus on East Asia. This regionalization had important repercussions 
for the field of memory. It shifted the parameters of public debate. 
Voices of Korean and Chinese victims could now be heard in Japan, 
and new discursive and political coalitions emerged across borders. 
Politically, interpretations of the past turned into a favorite arena 
within which possibilities of Asian exchange and cooperation were 
negotiated. This was, then, not primarily a return of war memories, 
but the advent of a new Asian public sphere, conditioned by global 
geopolitical transformations and new structures of economic 
exchange.'® 

Paying attention to synchronic factors and to relations in space 
does not of course mean ignoring the diachronical dimension of 
history. The question of how to negotiate the impact of synchronous 
structures on the one hand, and continuity on the other, remains a 
crucial concern of all explorations in global history. In a key study, 
Christopher Hill has pushed the discussion further by looking at the 
specific moment when national history writing and its claims to 
continuity were established. His National History and the World of 
Nations is ostensibly a comparative analysis of the emergence of the 
genre of national histories in late nineteenth-century France, Japan, 
and the United States. But it is not a comparison in the conventional 
sense, juxtaposing separate countries and societies that seem to exist 
as timeless entities. In fact, it is precisely the ideology of the nation- 
state as the independent and self-evident container of history that 
Hill seeks to challenge. In all three countries, beginning in the 
1870s, publicists and state officials began to rethink the history of 
their nations. And in all three this happened after moments of social 
upheaval and crisis: the Meiji Restoration in Japan, the Civil War in 
the United States, and the fall of the Second Empire and the Paris 
Commune in France. Japan, the U.S., and France occupied very 
different positions in the world, and their versions of a national past 
were thus by no means identical. But they partook in the general 
currents of the late nineteenth century: the development of 
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interstate relations, growing international trade and capital 
accumulation, and the revolution in communications. As Hill argues, 
it is precisely within such global structures that the appeal of 
national history as a genre and of the nation-state as a form needs to 
be grasped. In this positioning, Hill’s analysis differs markedly from 
other accounts that either emphasize a history of diffusion or of 
imperialist suppression, or that find a nation’s roots primarily in 
indigenous and parallel traditions of community. 

Hill is himself by no means oblivious to the diachronic 
dimensions of his study. He charts the political and social changes 
that prompted the formulation of very specific ideas about each 
nation. A focus on simultaneity alone would have been misleading. 
But continuity alone—and this is where most historians have tended 
to place their bets—would have been equally problematic. Such 
fictions of national diachrony, for Hill, are an ideological inversion 
of the real mechanisms at play. Instead, he argues, the “national- 
historical space” of modern nations was constructed within a 
developing modern world-system of nations—and their prehistories 
can appear as genealogy only in retrospect. “The synchronic 
conditions that create consciousness and value,” as Hill phrases it, 
“are inverted into diachronic narratives of their emergence. As a 
consequence of the inversion, the structural conditions that 
constitute nation-states as terms in the world market and the 
international system of nation-states appear to be the results of 
nationally bounded historical processes.”!” 

A blinkered attention to synchronous constellations has 
prompted many historians to look at narrow “moments” and slices 
of time. Popular versions of this approach are studies of a particular 
year—where all kinds of events are juxtaposed, with no larger 
argument and without considerations of causality: global histories of 
1688, 1800, 1979, for example. “The historian seeking to sketch a 
world,” as one of the practitioners of this approach observes, “tries 
not to be confined to any style, any set of questions but to follow 
hunches, to let one thing lead to another. [...] He hopes to avoid 
system, reflecting the unconfinable variety, splendor, and 
strangeness of the human condition.”?® 
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For less traditional tastes, and for historians with a stronger 
analytical bent, the notion of “global moments” has proved more 
attractive. Landmark events—such as September 11, 2001, the 
upheavals of 1989 or the protests of 1968, the 1929 Wall Street 
Crash, the Japanese victory over Russia in 1905, or even the 
eruption of the Indonesian volcano Krakatoa in 1883 (which 
historians have called the first-ever global media event)—have been 
understood as global moments, events that were perceived in quite 
different and in some cases contradictory ways, but which were 
nevertheless appropriated and served as reference points globally. 

An emblematic and much discussed study in this field, Erez 
Manela’s The Wilsonian Moment, may help us to get a clearer idea of 
the benefits and also the potential costs of such an approach, and of 
the consequences of a focus on synchronicity more generally. 
Manela’s account begins in the spring of 1919, when nationalist 
uprisings against the imperial order broke out in a number of 
different places almost simultaneously and yet seemingly entirely 
independently of one another. On March 1, Korea experienced its 
largest revolt against the Japanese colonial power that had ruled the 
country since 1910. In Egypt that same March, people from all 
sections of the population took to the streets to demonstrate against 
British rule; the fierce conflicts that ensued became known as the 
“Revolution of 1919.” In India, increasing protests by the nationalist 
movement provoked a violent response from the British, 
culminating on April 13 in the Amritsar massacre, which claimed 
the lives of almost four hundred unarmed civilians. And in China, 
the great uprising of May 4th marked the climax of the New Culture 
Movement, which had dedicated itself to a cultural renewal modeled 
on Western modernity and to a rejection of the imperial order in 
Asia.’ 

These four events are not only well known, they are also iconic 
moments in their respective historiographies and key events in 
national memory cultures. All four cases have already inspired 
substantial and indeed extensive history writing. If Manela can 
nevertheless contribute something new to these topics, it is because 
he approaches the subject matter from a new perspective. His aim is 
to explain the simultaneity of the events with reference to the 
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broader international context, and to relate it to the transformation 
of the international order that followed the end of the First World 
War. 

Accordingly, the four cases are not simply juxtaposed; Manela 
goes beyond a classic comparison. He also does not focus on direct 
relationships between Korea and India, China and Egypt. And his 
work differs from conventional transfer history approaches as well. 
Instead, he poses his case studies in relation to a common point of 
reference, Woodrow Wilson and his proclamation of the right of 
nations to self-determination. The rapid adoption of Wilson’s 
catchphrase was promoted by a press campaign and a propaganda 
machine that transformed Wilson into an icon of liberation from the 
colonial yoke. When it became clear, however, that the Versailles 
settlement would not meet these high hopes, euphoria turned into 
deep disappointment, which then became a catalyst for the violent 
eruption of nationalist protest movements. 

While the emphasis on synchronicity is thus revealing, it also has 
its analytical costs. At issue is the relationship between 
synchronicity and continuity, between the global moment and its 
diverse pre-histories. And indeed, in its enthusiasm over Wilson’s 
worldwide impact, the book pays little regard to the long-separate 
traditions of nationalist movements in all four cases. Clearly, the 
author recognizes that these movements were not doomed to remain 
in limbo until Wilson came along and energized them. But the 
book’s subtitle, which identifies the Wilsonian moment with the 
International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism, suggests too strong a 
causal relationship. 

Attention to the synchronic context is a potential eye-opener. It 
connects events to others across borders, and it opens the view to 
entanglements in space. The focus on global contexts can help 
explain the simultaneity of events that fail to come into view within 
conventional national frameworks. Moreover, it sensitizes historians 
to causal factors operating beyond, and across, the society or 
locality under study. But for a full picture, a deeper historical 
perspective is also indispensable—even if later conjunctures may 
shape the way in which such pre-histories become relevant. To steer 
between the fictions of continuity and the promises of the “moment” 
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and to negotiate genealogy with synchronous contexts are among 
the most demanding tasks for any global history. 


Scales, agency, and responsibility 


At the end of this chapter, let us briefly return to the issue of scale. 
From what has been said, it is apparent that there is not a privileged 
time frame for every historical question—just as no spatial entity is 
ideally suited for every topic. Every issue requires its own temporal 
and spatial order, and this is more than a technical and 
methodological issue. Opting for a particular scale in global history 
requires that critical decisions be made about what will count as the 
primary forces and actors in the narrative. The choice of scale, in 
other words, always has normative implications. 

Consider the case of Nazi Germany. When we zoom in on 
specific moments and short time frames, personal decisions and 
individual agency move center stage. A study on the final weeks of 
the Weimar Republic, or an inquiry into the Wannsee Conference 
and the decision to murder the European Jews, will emphasize the 
range of individual options and the many different directions that 
development might yet take. As soon as the time frame is extended, 
more anonymous factors will gain analytical weight at the expense 
of personal accountability. When the decision is to take a very long- 
term perspective—to include, for example, the role of anti-Semitism 
in Germany since the nineteenth century or even earlier, or to take 
account of the authoritarian tendencies some historians have traced 
back to Luther, what appeared as contingency in the close-up may 
dissolve into large and seemingly unstoppable processes.”° 

The same is true when we scale spatially. A micro-study of a 
family, or of a small town, allows us to focus on individuals, on 
their interests and choices: How did the local school teacher deal 
with the presence of Jewish children? What were her motives for 
asking students about their parents? And so forth. Then, if we shift 
the scale to the national level, other actors come into view, and 
larger forces begin to dominate as the focus shifts to the party elite, 
to competition between groups in the bureaucracy, and to the 
institutional logic that many historians now hold responsible for 
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important, and often fateful, developments. If we continue on to a 
global context, the relevant issues again are of a different order: the 
impact of the great depression, the transformation of the 
international order after the Versailles treaties, the global search for 
a third way between communism and liberal capitalism, the quest 
for regional blocs and economic autarchy, and the hegemony of 
racial discourse. On such an aggregate level, individual agency 
recedes to the background, and the question of responsibility gives 
way to an analysis of structural factors and of collective causality. If 
individuals were found blameworthy (or praiseworthy) in a micro- 
study, they now may appear as victims of the political elite in a 
national history and at the mercy of large structural transformations 
in a global perspective. 

This has earned global history the criticism that it ignores 
individuals and eschews issues of accountability by hiding behind 
anonymous flows, impersonal structures, and metaphors of 
circulation. In their effort to explain broader developments and to 
forge interpretations that bridge historical experiences in different 
regions, global historians do sometimes opt for analytical categories 
that tend to exclude human agency. Is global history, then, a history 
with the people left out? On one level, this depends on the 
historian’s narrative style. There is no reason why global overviews 
should be any less engaging than national histories. Just as macro- 
accounts of the history of a nation can be colorful and mindful of 
the decisive role of individual agency, so can global histories. 

However, by locating causality at least partly on a global level, 
global historians may appear to treat issues of responsibility that 
arise closer to home as secondary. This is to some extent the effect 
of a methodological choice characteristic of the global approach, 
namely of the decision to emphasize synchronous factors in space 
over long-term genealogies and internal temporal continuity. The 
motive of an escape from internalist narratives is a laudable one, but 
what if it comes at the price of slighting agency on the ground? If 
the Holocaust can be explained partly by synchronous global forces, 
would this not relativize the guilt of Nazi perpetrators? Such over- 
contextualization—the privileging of global factors over local actors 
—might externalize issues of accountability, and of guilt. To go 
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global, then, may impart an air of inevitability to what looks much 
more haphazard when viewed close up. The greater the scale, the 
less contingency and individual agency—and all the more so when 
time frames are huge. “My explanatory scheme”, admits big 
historian Fred Spier, “is about necessity.””! 

To counter this trend, many historians have made it a point to 
stress the reverse and to replace the vocabulary of necessity with a 
rhetoric of the accidental. They praise the advantages of going local 
and insist that historical reality on the ground is much more messy 
and fragmented than macro-perspectives can show. They question, 
moreover, the teleological assumptions of existing narratives. A 
good example of the promotion of “contingency” to highest 
analytical status is the debate about the rise of the West, which was 
treated as a given and almost as a natural development by an earlier 
generation of historians. This metanarrative is now questioned and 
relativized in key texts of the field that stress the idiosyncrasies and 
the unforeseeable character of historical development. “There was 
no inherent historical necessity,” insists Janet Abu Lughod in her 
musings on the thirteenth century, “that shifted the system to favor 
the West rather than the East.”?? Other historians portray the “great 
divergence” between England and China since the late eighteenth 
century and the gap caused by industrial development as results of 
good luck, of a “windfall” and “geographic good luck.” Europe, in 
this reading, was but a “fortunate freak.”° 

Necessity versus contingency: each scale comes with its own 
ideology. A good example of this is the tension that has marked 
recent debate about the Anthropocene—the period since the 
Industrial Revolution and the advent of mankind as a geological 
agent. For the first time in the history of the earth, one species is 
able to alter the fundamental conditions of life on the planet. As a 
consequence, scientists and like-minded historians have made a case 
for taking a very long view. They make the point that only by 
placing the Anthropocene within the much longer natural history of 
the planet can we realize the impact of the human species as the 
central agent of climate change. Such a paleo-biological perspective 
is plausible given the immense time scale of hundreds of thousands 
of years, and it is instructive heuristically, pointing to the urgency of 
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ecological protection. But while a huge time frame has its 
undeniable advantages, it also produces its own myopias. In this 
case, the focus on the species as such makes it impossible to 
distinguish between groups and individuals who have caused 
environmental damage and those who have not, between people 
who have benefited from climate change and those who are its 
victims. While providing important and indispensable insights, the 
category of “species,” and of large time frames alone, does not 
enable us to address questions of responsibility, either historically or 
in the present. It hides from view the group interests and power 
relationships that have driven capitalist-industrial change in modern 
societies and have pushed through a developmentalist agenda over 
alternative visions of society and alternative conceptions of man’s 
relation to nature. Operating on a large scale runs the risk of 
glossing over the social tensions within what is presented as 
undifferentiated “humanity.” It may blind us also to the forces— 
such as capitalism and imperialism—that have impacted the world 
around us, and which can be addressed critically in a quest for 
environmental change.’ 

While proponents of big history aim to create a form of history 
that resembles science even to the point of positing “historical laws” 
analogous to the laws of chemistry or physics, many historians 
instead emphasize heterogeneity, contingency, and the fragmentary. 
But the challenge is not to decide in favor of one or the other, but to 
balance the multiple scales and their explanatory claims. In 
addressing different temporal and spatial levels of analysis, we can 
attempt to go beyond such dichotomies of structure and agency, of 
necessity and the contingent. In their own ways, both aggregate 
causality on a macro-level and individual agency on a micro-level 
are legitimate angles, and both are necessary for a full picture. 

In the 1930s, to return to our example, it was highly unlikely 
that any society in the middle of Europe could have remained 
immune to the effects of global transformations and to the ensuing 
allures of fascism. But this was not the end of the story. 
Notwithstanding heavy pressures exerted by structural 
transformations, whole societies (such as the Swiss) and individuals 
within Germany (such as our school teacher, potentially) had it in 
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their power to make dissenting choices. It is therefore important to 
remember that global structures are as much shaped by human 
activity as they shape it; they are the result of processes of 
structuration. As such, they provided the conditions under which 
people acted, but they did not in the last instance determine what 
groups and individuals chose to do.” 
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CHAPTER 8 


Positionality and centered approaches 





What is the location of the world? Where do historians stand when 
they write its history? Can global historians rise above the 
parochialism of national perspectives to arrive at some form of 
disinterested objectivity? Some programmatic statements indeed 
ascribe to the global approach the promise of achieving such an 
Archimedean vantage point. They foresee arriving at “a 
transcultural version of history that may become acceptable all 
around the globe.”! 

These stands are, however, illusory. Global histories are not 
written in a vacuum. Historians may cover the history of the whole 
world, but they do so from a specific location, and they write at a 
particular time, embedded in their own life-worlds. It is misleading 
to suggest that simply shifting our attention from national history to 
world history would remove us from the conflicts of the present. 
Today, national and institutional contexts remain crucial in shaping 
both the theoretical interpretations and the narratives of historical 
development.” Most accounts of the history of the world are framed 
by axiomatic assumptions and are based on value judgments and a 
hierarchy of meaning. They are thus in some fundamental way 
locally “centered,” even when they purport to speak on behalf of the 
world or of “humanity.” This chapter will explore what such 
inherent positionality implies for the practice of global history. 

Among the various centrisms that shape historical interpretation, 
Eurocentrism has been dominant over the past two centuries. And as 
global history is generally associated with the ambition to move 
beyond a Eurocentric vision of the world, this will be our point of 
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departure. Global history, then, promises to transcend the narrative 
typical of the older genre of world history, which narrowly focuses 
on the “rise of the West.” But what exactly does that imply? Is it 
Eurocentric to emphasize Euro-American hegemony in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries? Conversely, is it automatically 
Sinocentric to underline the sophistication of Song China? Do we 
need to discard the terminology of the social sciences because it was 
originally coined in Europe? 

At our present conjuncture, the challenge is this: How can we 
overcome Eurocentrism and take account of the multiple positions 
from which history can be written, without falling into the trap of 
nativism and without positing alternative forms of centrism? This 
chapter will tackle the inherent tension between positionality and 
centered approaches. On the one hand, it points to the undeniable 
positionality of any interpretation of the past—unless we want to 
reduce history to a single narrative, we need to take a multiplicity of 
perspectives into account. On the other hand, a strong emphasis on 
particularity and uniqueness can easily yield claims to 
incommensurability and to the assertion that the cultural resources 
that underlie different societies are so radically diverse as to render 
the societies mutually incomprehensible. Indeed, as we will see 
below, the desire to discard Eurocentrism has in recent years led to 
a proliferation of centrisms in various parts of the world. We will 
close the chapter with an appeal for a move beyond a culturalist 
understanding of positionality. 


Furocentrism 


The debate on Eurocentrism is a dispute over basic methodological 
and epistemological questions in the field. In many instances, we 
encounter confusion between two dimensions of the problem. On 
the one hand, there is Eurocentrism as a point of view, a pattern of 
interpretation. On the other hand, there is the challenge of assessing 
the dominant role played by Europe in much recent history. The two 
dimensions are intimately related, but for heuristic purposes, it is 
helpful to differentiate between them. In what follows, therefore, I 
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will distinguish between Eurocentrism (as a perspective) and the 
Europe-centeredness of some historical periods. 

Eurocentrism (as perspective) comes in various guises and in a 
host of different incarnations.* To facilitate discussion, it is helpful 
to delineate clearly two main strands of Eurocentric thinking. The 
first consists of the idea that Europe was the prime originator of 
historical progress, that Europe essentially propelled the world into 
modernity (the Europe-as-prime-mover model). The second model, 
conceptual Eurocentrism, is concerned with the norms, concepts, 
and narratives that historians use to make sense of the past; these 
can be Eurocentric even in cases where Europe is not at issue. In 
what follows, I will proceed in three stages, discussing in turn the 
Europe-as-prime-mover model and attempts to overcome it; the 
relationship between Eurocentrism and Europe-centeredness; and 
conceptual Eurocentrism. 

Let us begin with Eurocentric accounts of the history of the 
world. Robert Marks has summarized the basic assumptions of this 
manifestation of Eurocentrism as follows: “Eurocentric views of the 
world see Europe as the only active shaper of world history, its 
‘fountainhead’ if you will. Europe acts, the rest of the world 
responds. Europe has ‘agency’; the rest of the world is passive. 
Europe makes history; the rest of the world has none until it is 
brought into contact with Europe. Europe is the center; the rest of 
the world is its periphery. Europeans alone are capable of initiating 
change or modernization; the rest of the world is not.’* 

This Europe-as-prime-mover model was characteristic of many 
older world histories.” In recent years, it has been challenged on 
different counts. At its most basic, this challenge consists in a 
widespread effort to arrive at more inclusive and more 
geographically balanced narratives that do not simply move from 
Greek antiquity to the French Revolution on the assumption that 
such a narrowly European trajectory represents a full picture of the 
world’s history. An early example of such a quest for geographical 
fairness is the twelve volumes of Arnold Toynbee’s Study of History 
(1934-1961). When criticized that the space allotted to England 
amounted to only one-sixth of that of given to Egypt, he rebutted: 
“To give one-sixth as much space to England as to Egypt is fantastic, 
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and nothing but my being an Englishman can account for my having 
gone to that length. It is fantastic because the proper proportion 
would be, not one-sixth, but something nearer to one-sixtieth.”° 
Similarly, recent global histories have moved toward a more even 
distribution of coverage, more pages on Africa and Southeast Asia, 
and generally more inclusive narratives. 

A related aim of anti-Eurocentric approaches is to liberate the 
history of a region from an obsession with demonstrating its links to 
the West. While older studies equated “global interconnectedness” 
with relationships with Europe, more recent accounts explore the 
full array of a region’s contacts. Take the case of precolonial South 
Asia. It was shaped by close networks along the Coromandel and 
Malabar coasts, in Gujarat, and above all across the Indian Ocean. 
Economically as well as culturally, through the spread of Buddhism 
and Sanskrit, it maintained strong ties with other regions; with 
Africa, the Arab world, and Southeast Asia. To slight these earlier 
connections and highlight the way in which colonialism allegedly 
liberated India from stagnation and opened it to the world is to 
operate with a narrow and Eurocentric conception of “world.” Vinay 
Lal has warned that such Eurocentric accounts will lead to a 
veritable “evacuation of the ‘world’ from world history.” In a 
similar vein, the rhetoric of “opening” as applied to places such as 
China, Korea, and Japan is typically employed to mark the 
beginnings of their relationships with Euro-America, regardless of 
the extent of their connections beyond the West.® 

This critique has led historians to challenge the teleological 
trajectory of many older world histories. They argue that it is not 
possible to speak of global Euro-American hegemony much before 
the early nineteenth century. Europe, and the West, never went it 
alone. Recent literature has documented the extent to which many 
achievements counted as European were in fact results of a series of 
interactions, and of complex flows that coalesced in centers of 
European and American power but did not necessarily originate 
there.’ 

This leads us to our second issue: the relationship between 
Eurocentrism and Europe-centeredness. To do justice to the 
historical diversity of societies and to explore the multiplicity of 


141 


connections between them, remains an urgent task for global 
historians. And a difficult one, for they immediately face the 
challenge of avoiding the opposite extreme and sweeping the role of 
power structures under a colorful patchwork of local histories. The 
goal is to overcome Eurocentrism without in turn marginalizing the 
historical role of Euro-America. When historians hail “world history 
[as it] represents a particularly appropriate means of recognizing 
the contributions of all peoples to the world’s common history,” 
then they do not only signal good ecumenical intentions, but also 
run the danger of ignoring underlying power structures.'° Any 
alternative account of global dynamics, in other words, should not 
hide from view the episodes in which Western Europe and, later, the 
United States played a dominant role. 

There is thus an important difference between emphasizing the 
Europe-centeredness of a particular phenomenon, and giving a 
Eurocentric account of it. To say that industrialization happened in 
England first is not Eurocentric; to assume that it could only have 
happened only there is. To refer to the ways in which many societies 
around the world began to look to Euro-America for models of 
schooling in the late nineteenth century simply attests to hierarchies 
skewed in favor of the West and to the power imbalance of the 
times. Such an observation would be Eurocentric only if we 
insinuated that modern institutions could have emerged only in the 
West and then diffused elsewhere. 

To assess the role of Euro-America in the historical record is 
ultimately an empirical undertaking. Pointing to geopolitical 
hierarchies and to the dominant role of Euro-America in certain 
parts of the historical process is not in and of itself Eurocentric. At 
the same time, it is clear that both dimensions (process and 
perspective) cannot be disentangled entirely. It was precisely its 
geopolitical power that underwrote Europe’s stories of its own rise 
and turned Eurocentric narratives into seemingly objective accounts. 

Let us, therefore, move to the third aspect that we wish to 
explore, conceptual Eurocentrism. On this level, Eurocentrism 
means the projection of a particular set of concepts, values, and 
chronologies onto the past. Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued that 
“insofar as the academic discourse of history—that is, ‘history’ as a 
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discourse produced at the institutional site of the university—is 
concerned, ‘Europe’ remains the sovereign, theoretical subject of all 
histories, including the ones we call ‘Indian,’ ‘Chinese,’ ‘Kenyan,’ 
and so on. There is a peculiar way in which all these other histories 
tend to become variations on a master narrative that could be called 
‘the history of Europe.’ ”1! 

Ironically, even accounts that try to bracket the historical 
influence of Europe and to emphasize in its place indigenous 
dynamics and trajectories, can be Eurocentric in their vocabulary, 
and in their general logic. For example, recent popular works that 
see a Chinese fleet under Admiral Zheng He reach California in 
1421 and Florence in 1434 stake a claim to Chinese priority, but 
they identify as stepping-stones to modernity the same events as do 
traditional Eurocentric accounts—namely, the discovery of the 
Americas and the Renaissance, both of which they now attribute to 
China.'* Among academic works, Andre Gunder Frank’s invitation to 
ReOrient already in its title indicates a shift from Eurocentrism to an 
emphatic Sinocentrism. While Frank reduces the dominance of 
Europe to a brief interlude, his account is based on the same 
parameters—markets, trade, and economic growth—that also 
governed Eurocentric orthodoxy.’? The result here is a simple 
reversal, minus any profound challenge to the underlying concepts 
and historical narratives. 

In essence, the reason for this is that the modern disciplines that 
originated in Europe were soon adopted around the world. Over the 
course of the nineteenth century, under the pressures of global 
integration and Western hegemony, the parameters and concepts of 
European academic fields assumed hegemonic status beyond the 
societies for which they were originally devised. European history 
was treated as the model for universal development in places like 
Argentina and South Africa, India and Vietnam. This view was 
engrained in the conceptual tools of the modern social sciences and 
has thus been reiterated and reproduced constantly, and frequently 
unconsciously. Ostensibly analytical terms such as “nation,” 
“revolution,” “society,” and “civilization” have transformed a 
parochial (European) experience into a (universalistic) theory that 
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pre-structures the interpretation of all local pasts. “Only ‘Europe’, 
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as Chakrabarty has summarized this logic, “is theoretically [...] 
knowable; all other histories are matters of empirical research that 
fleshes out a theoretical skeleton which is substantially ‘Europe’.”'* 
In historiographical practice, the use of European terminology and 
the underlying philosophy of history developed in and for Europe 
have resulted in narratives of a long progression from feudal to civil 
society, from tradition to modernity. The historical differences and 
particular trajectories exhibited by non-Western societies are 
typically described in a language of lack and failure, in a rhetoric of 
“not yet,” and treated as deficits. 

To be sure, the “Europe” that is implied here was more a product 
of the imagination than a geographical reality; it was a reified 
category, charged with hopes and fears and shot through with the 
asymmetries of geopolitical power. The reality that Europe was 
never one homogeneous entity, but rather in fact very 
heterogeneous, did little to affect the attractiveness of the concept. 
Indeed, the hierarchies of Eurocentrism were applied within Europe 
as well, as exemplified by the image of a seemingly passive and 
backward Eastern Europe.’° While thus excluding parts of Europe, 
Eurocentrism from the late nineteenth century onward expanded as 
it came to include the United States. Instead of Eurocentrism, 
therefore, “Euro-American historicist epistemologies” would be the 
more precise term.'° 

To liberate global history from the Eurocentric master narrative 
remains a complex epistemological and methodological challenge. It 
is also a political concern. The task is greater and more complex 
than merely reassessing the role of Europe (and the United States) in 
world history, for formerly European and now “universalized” 
concepts have a long history in many parts of the world; and 
narratives of modernization along Western lines are firmly 
entrenched in many institutional settings. 

In the quest to leave behind Eurocentric perspectives, historians 
have pursued two main avenues. One is to stress the positionality of 
historical writing and, with this purpose in mind, to advocate for a 
multiplication of interpretations hailing from different locations. We 
will discuss positionality in the remainder of this chapter, together 
with its nemesis, the slide into forms of nativist thinking and 
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alternative versions of centrism. We will take up the second avenue, 
the concern with concepts and terminology, in the next chapter. 


Positionality 


As a corrective to Eurocentrism, advocates of global history have 
emphasized the positionality of historical perspectives. They draw 
on critiques formulated in the field of postcolonial studies and on 
calls to move beyond the fiction of a neutral Archimedean point of 
observation: for such “hubris of the zero point,” in the words of 
Columbian philosopher Santiago Castro Gómez, veils the power 
relationships that frame knowledge formation. Postcolonial scholars 
have thus proposed turning Descartes’ dictum on its head: “Rather 
than assuming that thinking comes before being, one assumes 
instead that it is a racially marked body in a geo-historical marked 
space that feels the urge or gets the call to speak.”’” 

Like every other form of historiography, global history is 
invariably influenced by the conditions under which it emerges and 
the specific social context in which it is written. Even if the object of 
study is the world, that does not mean that uniform interpretations 
are understood, let alone accepted, everywhere. Just as Serbian and 
French historians may hold competing views on the outbreak of 
World War I (and they do), so too do representations of world 
history sometimes differ in fundamental ways: in the subjects they 
focus on, in what they omit, and in the interpretation of the events 
they cover. The significance of individual issues (say, for instance, 
slavery), changes fundamentally depending on whether we look at 
them from the perspective of Angola or Nigeria, Brazil or Cuba, 
France or England. Nor is the notion of what constitutes the relevant 
“world” by any means the same across societies and nations. 

As a result, some of its practitioners have equated global history 
with a call to multiply the perspectives and to augment the range of 
interpretations by adding voices to the historiographical chorus: the 
accents of Chinese, Zulu, and Aboriginal world histories. One of the 
appeals of global history with its diversity of historical narratives 
has been its promise to empower people from hitherto neglected 
locations and to enable them to stake their claims on the past. 
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To be sure, we should not exaggerate the differences and 
exoticize alternative perspectives. Historical scholarship is now a 
transnational phenomenon, with agendas, methodological schools, 
and interpretative modes rapidly spreading across borders. The 
transnational conversation of historians has leveled many of the 
idiosyncrasies that may have characterized an earlier age. What is 
more, the welcoming embrace extended to each and all—“How 
would the world’s past change if it were written by all its 
people?”—is itself not entirely unproblematic.'® Frequently, such 
calls for inclusiveness may be driven by a desire to make up for the 
one-sidedness of earlier world histories, or even by an urge to 
redeem past injustices and human suffering. The result, in the worst 
cases, may be a merely compensatory history. Moreover, as 
historians usually speak not for themselves but for larger groups, the 
question of representativeness needs addressing. And finally, on 
normative grounds, the consideration of more “indigenous” voices— 
think of Nazi perpetrators—is not by definition emancipatory. 

Nevertheless, the recognition of a multiplicity of views on the 
world—both of historical actors, and by today’s historians—is an 
important advance. On a practical level, it pushes historians to be 
aware of, and to include, both the agency and the perceptions of 
different actors so as not to limit colonial history to the story of the 
colonizers, missionary encounters to the views of the missionaries, 
and studies of border conflicts to only one of the two sides. For the 
field in its entirety, it requires recognition that many competing, 
and sometimes mutually exclusive, readings of the global past 
coexist. 

History is still a far cry from the natural sciences as it has yet to 
morph into a global discipline. It remains heavily affected by local, 
national, and regional constellations. And given the proximity to 
state institutions and public memory, these local factors will 
continue to influence the study of the past. Competition between 
different interpretations may become even more intense in the 
future. Writing global history has thus remained an intrinsically 
diverse endeavor. In his instructive case study, Dominic 
Sachsenmaier has used the example of the United States, China, and 
Germany to demonstrate that all the transnational aspirations of its 
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practitioners notwithstanding, global history has invariably been 
tied to national parameters, institutional settings, and 
cultural/political concerns. These contexts generate historiographies 
that differ not only normatively, but also conceptually. Even terms 
as general as “globalization,” “modernity,” and “history” are 
invested with different meanings in different locations.'? The more 
such cases we include, the more apparent the heterogeneity of the 
world’s perspectives on its past will become. Not all of these 
versions will carry the same weight or have the same traction and 
plausibility, but this still means that to some extent, global history 
“can be written ultimately only as historiography—as an account 
not just of different conceptualizations of the world, but also of 
different ways of conceiving the past.””° 

This has led to efforts to recuperate hitherto marginalized points 
of view, and to grant them historiographical citizenship. As one 
example among many, let us briefly look at the case of Africa. As 
elsewhere, the pedigree of such anti-Eurocentric interventions goes 
back to the nineteenth century. Its early exponents include thinkers 
like Frederick Douglass and Edward Wilmot Blyden, and later 
W.E.B. DuBois, whose The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part 
Which Africa Has Played in World History (1946) is an early classic.” 
In the decolonization era, laments about the fringe-status of Africa 
in the world historical arena have increased in vehemence. 
Historians have asked for affirmative action—more on the role of 
Africans, more on early African empires, more on the achievements 
of African civilizations. But their critique has also addressed more 
theoretical issues, as scholars like Martin Bernal, Valentin Mudimbe, 
Paul Gilroy, and others have made powerful claims for the inclusion 
of alternative ways of knowing as a way to substantially challenge 
the Eurocentrism that they see at the root of Africa’s 
marginalization.~ 

How alternative, however, is “alternative”? Does difference 
translate into incommensurability? In their quest for “geographical 
fairness,” some historians have embarked on the difficult “task of 
finding purely African narratives.”*? But against the background of 
many centuries of intense exchange across the Atlantic and Indian 
Ocean, one may be justified in doubting that there is anything that 
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could be labeled “purely African”. The same, of course, holds true 
for any claims to purity, be they French, Turkish, Russian, or 
Columbian. Put more generally, there is frequently only a thin line 
between the recognition of positionality and the affirmation of 
cultural incompatibility. To direct our attention to the cultural and 
social embeddedness of every historian will help us to take account 
of the standpoint that influences any interpretation of the past. 
Radically alternative views, however—the Aboriginal, the Native 
American, or the Chinese approach to history—can easily slide into 
new forms of centrism that make conversation beyond the 
boundaries of such native epistemologies difficult if not impossible. 


The proliferation of centrisms and the return of 
civilization 

Indeed such centrisms are now on the agenda, and this globally. 
Beginning in the 1990s in the aftermath of the Cold War, 
Eurocentrism has witnessed a gradual reversal of fortunes, 
increasingly coming under attack on its own turf. For a variety of 
reasons, a multiplicity of centrisms has begun to proliferate and 
clamor for recognition. These centrisms of the global South— 
frequently dressed up as liberation from Western dominance—are 
indications of the symbolic reconfiguration of spatiality triggered by 
the transformation of the contemporary world order. At the same 
time, they can be understood as part of the commodification of 
knowledge in an age of invigorated capitalist integration, in which 
cultural diversity has emerged as a marketable commodity. Not 
least, the global shock waves of September 11, 2001 have 
contributed to the intensified postulation of civilizational essences in 
various places—in Egypt and India, but also in the United States. 

Many of these new centrisms have been couched in the language 
of civilization. The model of civilizational thinking harks back to a 
nineteenth-century pedigree, but it has enjoyed a remarkable 
comeback as a response to the disintegration of the bipolar postwar 
world order. What looks like a return of older interpretative 
schemes, in other words, must in fact be seen above all as a 
response to current experiences of globalization. In some ways, the 
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paradigm of civilization can be understood as a specific variant of 
popular global history, drawing to some extent on local genealogies, 
but also on concepts as different as the “clash of civilizations” or the 
call for “alternative modernities.” But in many other ways this 
approach runs counter to the concept of global history as proposed 
here. Rather than emphasizing entanglement and interaction, 
civilization discourse tends to focus on sharpening a sense of 
boundaries and on cultural specificity.” 

The range of civilization models is wide; and, for all their 
structural and narrative similarities, their manifestations vary 
considerably from place to place. They often are inherently populist, 
with dynamics fueled by specific local and national conflicts. In the 
wake of the Cold War, the resurgence of the concept of civilization 
could be observed almost everywhere. Afrocentricity, for example, 
popular in the United States and parts of Africa, reverses old 
Eurocentric approaches to paint a picture of a homogeneous African 
civilization that is morally and culturally far superior to European 
civilization.*° In the Middle East, in Turkey and Egypt for example, 
claims of an ontological difference for Islamic societies are popular 
with nationalist elites that seek to free themselves from intellectual 
dependence on the West. Malaysia is yet another of the many 
settings where an alternative to the dominant version of world 
history has arisen—in Malaysia’s case in the form of growing 
popularity of religion-based history. At the International Islamic 
University Malaysia, the Department of History and Civilization has 
begun teaching an Islamic world history inspired by the Quran and 
guided by the idea of revelation, thus challenging the evolutionary 
metanarrative of a world history based on the notion of progress.”° 

In South Asia, authors such as Ashis Nandy have launched a 
fundamental critique against some of the tenets of modern history 
writing. For Nandy, the mode of history writing is itself an 
instrument of Western hegemony. Even today, he tells us, a large 
part of the Indian population does not think in categories of 
historicity. Thinking in the mode of history, Nandy holds, ignores 
other ways of accessing the past, leaving only one possible future.” 
East Asia was likewise gripped by civilization fever in the 1990s. In 
Japan, authors like Kawakatsu Heita used the concept to propose an 
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alternative form of world history, which Heita explicitly pitted 
against narratives that were dominant in the West, such as world- 
systems theory. For instance, he interpreted the period between 
1600 and 1853 when Japan maintained a strict seclusion policy as a 
phase in which indigenous Japanese culture was able to mature, 
insulated from Chinese and Western influences. He called for a 
return to self-sufficiency and the establishment of an “ecological 
niche” (sumiwake) in which the Japanese could live isolated from 
the globalized world.”° 

While we have seen the rise of cultural fundamentalisms in many 
societies, Sinocentrism remains to date the most powerful of these 
alternative centrisms. In part, this is due to China’s prominent role 
on the world stage, and to the economic and, to some extent, 
political challenges that it has presented the international order. 
China’s prominence has prompted scholars, both in China and 
beyond, to reimagine historical trajectories in such a way as to 
accord a privileged role to China, in the present and also in the 
past.” Sinocentrism draws on a perceived cultural core that is pitted 
against a material West. It is generally linked to Confucianism, 
which stands for timeless traditions that outlast the changes 
transforming modern society. The revival of the Confucian legacy 
was initially driven by academics in the United States, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, and Singapore, many of them overseas Chinese, before it 
was taken up enthusiastically in China in the 1990s. In the political 
sphere, it is embodied in popular slogans such as “Asian values,” an 
ethic championed by Dr. Mahathir Mohamad and Lee Kuan Yew, 
former prime ministers of Malaysia and Singapore, respectively.*° 

While the rise of China has propelled Sinocentrism, it has also, 
ironically, triggered a reinvigorated Eurocentrism. This may come 
somewhat as a surprise, given the longstanding critique of Western 
conceptual hegemony that has prevailed in Europe, the United 
States, and in many other places. But this strongly critical current 
notwithstanding, the Eurocentric master narrative has in fact 
experienced renewed popularity in the twenty-first century. 
Particularly after the events of September 11, 2001, which lent new 
plausibility to the old buzz phrase of an impending “clash of 
civilizations,” historians have answered the public’s hunger for a 
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“Western” identity with narratives of the self-generated 
development of Europe. Due to its “ ‘restless’ creativity and 
libertarian spirit,” the story goes, “the West has always existed in a 
state of variance from the rest of the world’s cultures.”*! The 
dynamics of global transformation, consequently, appeared as 
driven by a diffusion of the achievements of Western societies.?? In 
the academy, such blatant Eurocentrism has on the whole remained 
marginal; in the broader public, and on the fringes of the 
educational system, it has fared much better. 

In the United States, the new Eurocentrism must be situated in 
the context of the so-called “Culture Wars” that hit the academy in 
the 1990s, popular reactions against multiculturalism and the 
polarization of political culture in the wake of 9-11 and the rise of 
the Tea Party movement.*? It also has links to the revival of religious 
fundamentalism and to the attempts to instill a Christian narrative 
in the broader public. The results are not only narratives of national 
and civilizational uniqueness, but also accounts of world history 
deeply imbued with a nativist logic, clear parallels to the Afrocentric 
and Islamocentric accounts that have emerged contemporaneously. 
This new Eurocentrism portrays Western history as a process of 
Christian self-realization that contrasts sharply with non-Christian 
societies, which it sees as trapped in the fetters of superstition, 
militancy, and fanaticism.** Though frequently written in a 
triumphant tone, many works in this camp nonetheless convey the 
feeling of a castle under siege and the fear “that we are living 
through the end of 500 years of Western ascendancy.”*° In a way, 
then, this is Eurocentrism reloaded—in substance it tells the same 
old story, but the tides have turned and it is not the power that it 
was before. Once the unquestioned bedrock of European hegemony, 
Eurocentrism in its present guise is just one ethnocentrism among 
many. 


Beyond culture and the centrism debate 


In the globalized decades after the Cold War, the simultaneous 
arrival of civilization-talk in diverse locations is no accident. While 
many historians are rather skeptical as to the civilization narrative’s 
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value, it is in general favorably received by the broader public. 
Often linked to nationalist and sometimes xenophobic agendas, the 
concept derives part of its global appeal from the fact that it 
suggests simple answers to problems raised by the transformation of 
the global order. It offers a vantage point from which it is possible 
to articulate criticism of impending global homogenization and to 
express reservations about global migration and unease over the 
hegemony of the United States. As a counter-discourse to 
globalization, the civilization approach postulates autonomous 
cultural areas, repositories of supposedly pure traditions that will 
forge unique paths of development specific to each region. 

In their broad outlines, different versions of the civilization 
approach show similarities. They operate with a dichotomous 
worldview, pitting their respective civilizations against the “West.” 
A typical notion is that of the inherently peaceable nature of one’s 
own civilization, which has now changed as a result of contact with 
the modern West. Many approaches share a hope for the future 
vitality of their civilization—whether it be Islamic, African, Chinese, 
or Guarani—which will realize its potential if only it can restore 
indigenous forms of rationality, faith, and social order. While the 
various forms of centrism emphasize particularity and uniqueness, 
they wear essentially the same clothes and feed on the same 
assumptions. This has facilitated exchanges between them, even if 
these similarities may blur real disagreements over questions of 
ideology and political influence.*° 

The proliferation of centrisms, facilitated by the changing 
momentum of the global order, has frequently been the work of 
what we could call “nativist entrepreneurs.” Their calls for an 
alternative modernity are part of a complex field of struggles. In 
part these are internal conflicts about possible futures within their 
own societies; the insistence on indigenous ways of knowing can 
then serve to discredit rival political and social claims. In part they 
result from competition with other elites internationally. Visions of 
alternatives then serve to stake out claims to a modernity that is no 
longer seen as derivative of Euro-American culture, but as the 
product of indigenous traditions. Such claims, interestingly, rarely 
culminate in a critique of the concept of modernity itself. In this 
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respect, the concept of civilization in its current guise differs from 
some of its historical precursors. During the Second World War, for 
example, Japanese intellectuals at a famous conference in Tokyo 
sought strategies to “overcome modernity.” We rarely encounter 
such rhetoric today. Instead, the respective traditions are mobilized 
as resources for uniquely Chinese, Islamic, Japanese, and Euro- 
American paths to a capitalist future. In most cases, the concept of 
civilization serves as a cultural justification for alternative paths 
toward modernization, not for alternatives to modernity itself. 

Their obsession with particularity notwithstanding, the 
proponents of claims to alternative modernities thus operate in an 
international arena. This means that their protagonists, the nativist 
entrepreneurs, respond to exigencies in the global intellectual 
marketplace—and not just to the call of tradition or to long-past 
ways of living. Arif Dirlik has asked the poignant question, “Is it 
possible that those who presently claim ‘alternative modernities’ are 
closer to those to whom they are alternatives than they are to their 
national or civilizational forebears with whom they assume a 
cultural identity?”°’ It is no accident that many advocates of centrist 
ideologies have developed their penchant for indigenous 
epistemologies in diaspora situations. The critique of Eurocentrism 
and the call for alternative perspectives thus frequently deteriorate 
into forms of cultural essentialism and identity politics. 

This should not however discourage attempts to acknowledge 
positionality or render critical reflection on the structures of 
contemporary knowledge production any less urgent. Different 
perspectives on the world and a decentering of our interpretations 
of the past remain crucial. The challenge will be to navigate 
between Eurocentric categories, engrained as they are in the 
institutional structures of knowledge production, and the non- 
conversation between indigenous paradigms. The question, in other 
words, is: How can we best draw the line between positionality and 
the nativism of the new centrisms? 

The most promising responses will be those that do not 
foreground different perspectives as inherently cultural. Instead, 
scholars should focus on the confluence of political, economic, 
institutional, and cultural constellations that have affected and 
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shaped the way in which dominant power relationships impact ways 
of knowing. Put more simply, competing views are not simply 
expressions of different cultures; rather, what is now championed as 
a “culture” has itself been worked over by powerful forces, among 
them imperialism, capitalist integration, and the Cold War. Any 
attempt to recover these traditions must start not with allegedly 
pristine cultural essences, but with a reconstruction of the processes 
by which older forms of regional belonging and “civilization” have 
been reworked. Positionality, then, is never the product of culture 
and/or discourse alone. Instead, it is deeply embedded in the power 
relationships of the past and present through the agency of 
institutional factors and the unequal integration of different 
societies into the structures of the global political economy. One 
should therefore not regard national differences as givens, or as 
direct expressions of the incommensurability of cultures.*° 

This is all the more true as a clear differentiation according to 
national and civilizational positions is in many cases highly 
problematic. Whom can intellectuals in the globalized academy 
purport to speak for? Historical scholarship is so internationally 
interconnected that even explanations and interpretations that insist 
on their national point of view rarely give expression to 
fundamental cultural differences unmediated by other factors. 
Where would we place someone like Dipesh Chakrabarty, born in 
Bengal, trained in Australia, working with European texts, teaching 
in Chicago, and lecturing just about everywhere in the world? As a 
result of translations and conferences, publications in other 
languages, the international careers of the historians themselves, 
and their international audience of students and readers, certain 
positions can often no longer be readily ascribed to a particular 
location. 

Finally, and importantly, writing from a particular cultural 
context is only one of the reasons why interpretations can differ. 
Conversations between “Western” and “African,” “Russian” and 
“Chinese” perspectives are important, but we should not organize 
global history like the Olympic Games. In fact, while nation and 
culture garner the most attention in our globalized world, a great 
many other factors are at least as powerful in their impact on 
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historical narratives. Social and political differences, in particular, 
can heavily influence the view of the past. Opposing political 
viewpoints often produce contrasting interpretations, both within 
individual societies and beyond. The call for “history from below” or 
subaltern studies, promises to yield alternative, previously 
marginalized readings of historical development. Culture talk and 
the quest for alternative epistemologies may thus obfuscate internal 
differences, and might, for example, erroneously assign to a range of 
conflicting interpretations the label “African.”*? 

To counter such cultural essentialism, scholars have proposed 
alternative paradigms that do not hinge on the premise of cultural 
alterity. For example, Jean and John Comaroff have claimed that 
their project of “theory from the South” is not “about theories of 
people who may be wholly or partially of the south [...] it is about 
the effect of the south itself on theory.” In other words, alternative 
positions take into account alternative historical experiences but do 
not presuppose that scholars have lived through these experiences 
themselves. Writing from the global “South,” consequently, is not 
primarily a geographical or ethnic designation, but an 
epistemological position.*° 

This is all the more important as world and global history—as 
indeed all academic scholarship—are written primarily by members 
of the intellectual and urban middle classes, and also most 
frequently by men. In view of these inequalities and exclusion 
mechanisms, it would be misleading if not outright ideological to 
elevate national/civilizational perspectives to the most important 
distinguishing criterion. Powerful culture discourse suggests that 
inequalities and competing positions in today’s globalized world 
were primarily attributable to national, perhaps even cultural 
essences, and thus veils the material and structural factors that 
govern the political economy of the globe. The idea that culture 
makes all the difference is itself an effect of contemporary 
globalization and the commodification of these very differences. 
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CHAPTER 9 


World-making and the concepts of global history 





Global history, understood as a distinct approach, refers to a 
particular perspective, a form of world-making. Neither “world” nor 
“global” are self-evident, naturally existing categories. They come 
into view as the result of specific questions and concerns. This is 
particularly salient in the current conjuncture, in which a rhetoric of 
globalization has come to pervade the public sphere. In this context, 
politicians and scholars, artists and social movements have each in 
their own ways evoked the “global” as a practical and cognitive 
category. Historians are part of this larger trend as well. 

When referencing the “world” as a constitutive frame, historians 
are not only making descriptive statements, for global history is in 
part a constructivist endeavor. To some extent it creates its own 
object. In this, it is much like other approaches, such as social 
history or gender history, which format past reality according to 
their particular take on their subject. The more global historians 
scan the documents for links and exchanges, the more connections 
they find, and the more they are ready to grant those connections 
privileged status and causal force: “Global perspectives yield global 
histories.” 

To be sure, the dialectics of process and perspective are not 
unique to global history. It is a concern of all historians, no matter 
where they work, and regardless of their personal background or 
regional and period specialization. Historians have long debated the 
relationship between specificity and generalization, and the use of 
indigenous (emic) versus analytical terminology. Any account that 
moves beyond individual cases has to rely on abstractions of some 
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sort.2 In the field of global history, however, this general 
problematic presents itself with particular urgency. Given the vast 
stretches of time and space that some studies cover, the creation of 
aggregate categories runs the risk of obfuscating historical 
particularity to a much greater degree. For the sake of a general 
framework, hugely diverse historical experiences are translated into 
equivalents. While this may sacrifice plurality, such a disappearance 
of the “foreign,” as it were, is both the price paid for, and the very 
condition of, a conversation among different if related pasts. 

In this chapter, we will explore what it means when we say that 
historians are engaging in a form of world-making of their own. This 
is not to say that writing about the history of the globe is only an 
abstraction, an invention, or a construction. Global history as a 
perspective and the processes of global integration are both 
interrelated and mutually constitutive; we cannot separate one from 
the other. While keeping the dialectic of process and perspective in 
mind, the emphasis in the following sections will be on questions of 
approach. 


Historians and their world-making 


As a philosophical concept, world-making looks back to a long 
pedigree that includes Nietzsche, Heidegger, Gadamer, and Jean-Luc 
Nancy, but also speech act theory. In his influential Ways of 
Worldmaking, Nelson Goodman introduced a radically constructivist 
and relativist understanding of the processes through which humans 
construct their “worlds” symbolically. People continuously create 
worlds around them that are not simply found, but generated 
through various meaning-making activities. For Goodman, there is 
“no such thing as the real world, no unique, ready-made, absolute 
reality apart from and independent of all versions and visions. 
Rather, there are many right world-versions, some of them 
irreconcilable with others; and thus there are many worlds, if any.” 
In other words, local sign-systems are generated and constantly 
reproduced, and historians can chart the processes through which 
one such cosmology supersedes—and in some cases annihilates— 
another. The postcolonial concern with the destruction of local life- 
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worlds in the age of imperialism, and with the “colonization of the 
imagination,” is a prime example of such an interest in the forced 
replacement of meaning systems.’ 

Such world-making, in Goodman’s reading, potentially includes 
all forms and varieties of the social production of meaning. For our 
purposes, it is helpful to replace such an all-encompassing agenda 
with a more specific focus, and to substitute for multiple life-worlds 
an attention to the emergence of “the world” as a social category. 
Departing from Goodman, our attention thus focuses on the ways in 
which historians express their views on connections and exchange, 
and their visions of the totality (their ecumene, the world, the 
planet, the universe) of which they feel a part. Seen in this way, 
“worlds” are plural, and each version reflects the position from 
which it was conceived. As we saw in chapter 2, such constructions 
of the world changed over time and differed across space. While 
reflecting their conditions of emergence, forms of world-making 
were also active interventions into social reality. More than merely 
disinterested and detached activities, they corresponded to 
particular interests and agendas. 

Consequently, critics have inquired into the effects of present- 
day efforts in global history and have questioned its politics. 
Particularly relevant are forms of postcolonial critique that have 
drawn attention to the linguistic and narrative mechanisms by 
means of which the world is posited, and produced, as a coherent, 
interdependent totality. “In recent discussions of globalization, the 
adjective ‘global’ is tacitly assumed to refer to an empirical process 
that takes place ‘out there’ in the world,” remarks literary scholar 
Sanjay Krishnan. “In contrast, I argue that the global describes a 
mode of thematization or a way of bringing the world into view.” 
The language of the global, Krishnan asserts, creates an impression 
of transparency, of direct access to a process that can be empirically 
observed. In actuality, however, it is a mode of seeing that brings 
together very different phenomena in a common discourse, and it 
thus reduces heterogeneity. “It does not point to the world as such 
but at the conditions and effects attendant upon institutionally 
validated modes of making legible within a single frame the diverse 
terrains and peoples of the world.”* 
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The proposition of globality is thus invariably and directly linked 
to interests, standpoints, and relations of power; it is subject to the 
hierarchies of knowledge production. From his postcolonial 
perspective, Krishnan sees global history as an instrument of potent 
ideologies, a tool for rule and domination. “The global stands as the 
dominant perspective from which the world was produced for 
representation and control. As importantly, this perspective set the 
terms within which subjectivity and history came to be imagined.”° 
This is an important and productive critique, given the often 
careless and un-reflected ways in which the “global” is taken for 
granted. Reappraising the various strategies of world-making that 
historians employ can help us to avoid falling into the trap of a 
simplistic teleology of globalization. 

But one need not side with the conspiracy-theory take on global 
history expressed by those who, like Krishnan, see it as a ruse of the 
mighty and powerful. Global history is not exclusively a top-down 
structure; and global perspectives are not instruments of control or 
of (Western) imperialism. 

On the one hand, our global perspectives are not mere 
abstractions. They derive, at least in part, from the ways in which 
historical actors themselves saw the world. Historians are not alone 
in world-making. A multiplicity of actors has preceded them, 
including socialists and anarchists, feminists and religious 
minorities, diaspora communities and anticolonial activists. All 
these groups have constructed their notions of the world, for very 
different purposes, and not exclusively in the interest of gaining or 
sustaining power. When historians reconstruct the history of the 
world, they take such alternative cosmologies into account. 

On the other hand, global historians today also operate within a 
broad spectrum of postulations of the global. For heuristic purposes, 
we can understand contemporary “globe-making”—with its 
emphasis on planetary scope, and on globe-spanning systems of 
circulation—as a particular, twenty-first century version in the long 
history of world-making. Some of these conceptions of the globe 
indeed treat the world as flat, and equate globalization with 
convergence.° Others see the globe as much more rugged terrain, 
fragmented into civilizations, dissolving into outright anarchy, 
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governed by local frictions and “awkward engagements.”’ Yet others 
propose radical alternatives to neoliberal ideas of globalization, such 
as Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt’s concepts of “empire,” 
“multitude,” and “commonwealth.”® We should not, therefore, 
equate global perspectives a priori with a particular—in Krishnan’s 
case neoliberal—form of globe-making.’ 


How to make worlds with words 


The process of world-making carried out by historians is not limited 
to the large and sweeping narratives that indicate the direction of 
social development or define the significance of events within the 
historical continuum. Beneath the level of such metanarratives, lies 
one of the most powerful ways in which historians construct the 
world: through the concepts they use in describing it. Terms such as 
“trade,” “migration,” “empire,” “nation-state,” “religion,” 
“demography,” and so on, are not simply references to a non- 
mediated, extra-linguistic reality. While describing historical 
processes, they have also become part of our conceptual apparatus, 
and that apparatus functions to reduce conceptual and linguistic 
complexity so as to make the global past legible. They thus create 
equivalence between various forms of social practice, and in doing 
so to some extent reconfigure—and in a way iron out the 
complexities of—historical reality. 

To illustrate this point, let us look at two of these concepts in 
more detail: migration and empire. Mobility on a mass scale has 
profoundly altered the shape of the world. Its deep impact is not 
limited to the modern period, but reaches back many millennia, as 
far back, in fact, as the spread of early humans across the earth 
before 15000 B.C.E., a process that helped disseminate languages, 
genetic information, and material traditions. In the centuries that 
followed, processes of mass migration frequently spawned changes 
in technology and modes of cultivation. Gradually, networks of 
information and technologies of transportation improved, rendering 
cross-border mobility less hazardous. Particular patterns of travel 
along routes, such as the Silk Road or the maritime routes 
connecting the Mediterranean to the South China Sea, persisted for 
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centuries. Mobility across large distances, and on a mass scale, has 
thus been one of the signature drivers of global interaction 
throughout the ages.'° 

Migration would, then, seem to be uncontestable as a historical 
process, something self-evident that historians need only observe. 
But the term is less transparent than at first appears, for the notion 
of mobility/migration comes with a lot of historiographical baggage. 
This is most conspicuous when we consider the case of nomadic 
people, for their movements are typically not recognized as 
migration of the kind that interests transnational historians. The 
exclusion of nomadism from the purview of “migration” suggests 
that the concept typically applies to sedentary populations living 
under some form of statehood. Even then, it remains unclear how 
far one need move in order for the movement to qualify as 
“mobility.” When characterizing forms of displacement as mobility, 
most historians tacitly assume that some kind of boundary has been 
crossed. In the modern period, the concept of mobility/migration 
tends to presuppose the nation-state, thus rendering a short move 
from Tijuana to San Diego “migration,” while the much longer 
journey to Guadalajara earns no such terminological dignity. Any 
focus on migration thus implicitly rests on assumptions about the 
difference between everyday forms of movement that can remain 
unmarked, and other forms of mobility that involve the crossing of 
boundaries and state borders and that historians therefore recognize 
as migration."! 

In addition, the notion of migration lumps together under one 
conceptual roof a large variety of forms of mobility. It is an 
umbrella term that disregards such factors as the multiplicity of 
motivations that go into such movements and the various 
experiences that accompany it. Under this rubric fall small peddlers 
in border areas, as well as long-distance merchants; temporary 
workers as well as itinerant Sufi saints; slaves deported on the 
middle passage as well as tourists flocking to spas and beach resorts. 
The term does not differentiate between conquerors and refugees, 
between shipowners and those who are confined below deck as 
indentured laborers. 


161 


The notion of migration is thus part of our conceptual toolkit. It 
is a perspective. It helps to make different historical realities both 
compatible and translatable. Does this constructive dimension make 
it less universally applicable? On one level, it does indeed challenge 
the inherent universality of the concept. It certainly requires 
historians to reflect carefully on the categories they use, and global 
historians particularly so. On the other hand, it does not compel us 
to discard the category altogether. I will return to this issue, but let 
me indicate already here that this has to do with the dialectic 
between perspective and process that characterizes the use of 
modern concepts more generally. The concept of migration was not 
developed solely by historians; the term as we use it today is the 
product of a particular historical conjuncture. Born out of the 
classifying needs of the nation-state and of the modern social 
sciences, “migration” as we know it is not merely a descriptive term. 
Rather, it emerged in the modern period as a social science term 
linked to the overlapping projects of nationbuilding, imperialism, 
and labor recruitment. These projects have led to a wide range of 
strategies—such as the surveillance of borders, the control of 
unwanted forms of mobility, the legal and ideological creation of 
migrants as free individuals—that have impacted the flow of people 
itself. They have, in other words, not only produced the terminology 
we work with, but in some ways have generated the phenomenon 
itself. The term “migration” is thus the product of a complex history 
that has not only shaped how we think about the world, but has also 
shaped the very social processes themselves. !” 

Before taking up this theoretical issue in more detail, let us move 
to the second example, empire. Indeed, empire is something like the 
darling of global historians—not necessarily because they like it, but 
because it is so ubiquitous. Empires—understood as states that rule 
over ethnically and/or culturally different groups, often building on 
a hierarchy that exists between those groups—have had a trans- 
historical career. They appear early in human history and extend 
into the present. “Empire,” writes John Darwin, “has been the 
default mode of political organization throughout most of history. 
Imperial power has usually been the rule of the road.” 
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As empires are political formations that are composite and 
extend beyond single, ethnically defined units, they epitomize the 
trans-local aspirations of global historians. The shift to transnational 
and global perspectives has led many historians to the study of 
empire, and has prompted them to relativize the role of the nation 
as the principal container of the past. “Empire was a remarkably 
durable form of state,” write Burbank and Cooper. “By comparison, 
the nation-state appears as a blip on the historical horizon.”'* The 
result of such expansive (not to say imperialist) use of the term is a 
tension inherent in other concepts as well. On the one hand, by 
translating disparate historical experiences into the omnibus term 
“empire,” one risks bracketing real differences between them; on the 
other hand, a shared term makes it possible to compare different 
cases in the first place, and to engage in a conversation about them. 

The example of the “Comanche Empire” may illustrate this point. 
In a thought-provoking and award-winning study, Pekka 
Hämäläinen has challenged the standard narrative of Native 
Americans as victims of European expansion by focusing on the 
polity created by one group in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. Through extensive raids on the Great Plains 
and deep into Mexico, the Comanche were for many decades able to 
control a large territory, subdue and incorporate neighboring tribes, 
and ward off rivaling imperial claims. Hamaldinen’s intentions are 
both revisionist and political, as most Americans today would find it 
difficult to believe that indigenous Americans could have created 
something that merited the designation “empire.” This move allows 
him to discuss the Comanche on a par with the rivaling empire of 
Spain and the westward expansion of the United States. To be sure, 
there are huge differences between the Comanche polity and 
contemporary bureaucratic empires such as the Qing, or the French 
in Algeria. Hämäläinen speaks of a nomadic or “kinetic empire” to 
acknowledge the gap, which creates a conceptual space for 
comparisons with other non-sedentary imperial formations.'° 

Is it helpful to speak of a Comanche empire? Or does it force the 
Comanche economy, based on bison hunting and on occasional 
raids, into a conceptual Procrustean bed, and thus distort historical 
reality? Certainly, it does subsume the Comanche experience under 
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a terminology alien to it. For, as far as we know, the Comanche 
would not have spoken of their realm as an empire. So why call 
their captives “slaves” and their winter camps “cities”? Why speak 
of them as a “superpower” with its own “foreign policy”? Instead of 
using Western concepts, why not adopt indigenous categories and 
thus truly globalize our perspectives on the past? Does the attempt 
to emphasize native agency hinge, “ironically, on downplaying 
Native epistemology”??® 

To be sure, the Comanche never lived in isolation. On the 
contrary, their polity was deeply affected by, and reacted to, 
competing imperial formations. The adoption of horses as well as 
firearms was indispensable to Comanche way of life in this period, 
and the strategies they employed were partly responses to the 
imperial projects of Spain and the early United States. More 
generally, the Comanche struggle was part of a larger conjuncture, 
relying on global trade circuits and culminating in the 1846-48 war 
for hegemony in North America. Comanche practices can thus be 
linked to larger processes of globalization in the nineteenth century. 
Restricting ourselves to native terminology might not capture these 
broader entanglements.'!’? But the question remains: Are the 
categories of the modern social sciences appropriate and adequate 
to uncover the heterogeneity of global realities, or should they be 
complemented with indigenous terminology to give full recognition 
to the multiple ways of experiencing the past? 


Native epistemologies? 


In recent years, attempts to move beyond the Eurocentric bias of 
academic vocabularies have surfaced in many places. They have 
initiated a broad quest for radical alternatives, as well as for 
concepts and value judgments originating in the indigenous 
cultures. A sophisticated example of the search for native categories 
is found in the early publications of the Subaltern Studies Group, 
which aimed to write a history of South Asia from the perspective of 
the oppressed, independent of the discourse of the elites. The goal 
was recuperating fundamentally different and long-inaccessible 
interpretations of the world. This archeology of alternative 
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cosmologies and authenticities proved methodologically difficult, 
however, and was strongly criticized as nostalgic back-projection 
and essentialism. Influenced by poststructuralist approaches, the 
studies collective abandoned the project and concentrated instead 
on analyzing subaltern positions as effects of hegemonic 
discourses. '® 

More recently, proposals for native categories have proliferated, 
encouraged by the decision of the World Bank in 1997 to foster 
research into indigenous knowledge systems. In Latin America, 
indigenous movements have called for recognition of Aymaran, 
Mayan, and other epistemologies and alternative ways of knowing.!” 
In South Africa, the government adopted a national policy on 
indigenous knowledge in 2004 in the name of an “African 
Renaissance.””° In China, “Chinese studies” (guoxue)—harking back 
to a discipline of the same name, created in the early twentieth 
century as a response to the rise of the modern social sciences and 
the proliferation of Western terminology—has had a powerful 
comeback. Colleges and research centers at prestigious universities 
dedicated to the discipline have mushroomed, while the educated 
public has been flooded with books and newspaper supplements, 
television lectures and summer camps related to the movement. On 
the surface, this bespeaks nostalgia for prerevolutionary Chinese 
history and its cultural traditions. Behind a fascination for the 
exploits of past dynasties, however, lies a more fundamental quest 
to recover Chinese ways of knowing long sidelined by the 
Enlightenment sciences.*! 

The attempt to recover older epistemologies and ways of 
thinking that do not line up neatly with political thought in the 
West certainly has its merits. It can foster a better understanding of 
the inner logics of past life-worlds, and it can lead to a new 
appreciation of their legacies. “Chinese studies” may open up a 
space in which to think through questions such as: Was 
Confucianism a form of philosophy or of religion? Are Song period 
ink paintings adequately labeled as Chinese “art”? The methodology 
gives promise of a better understanding of China’s history obtained 
by navigating Chinese traditions “on their own terms.” In addition, 
the probing of earlier traditions may serve as a point of departure 
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for a critical engagement with the present, when such resources are 
mined for perspectives that facilitate a reassessment of specific 
features of capitalist modernity.” 

However, the search for alternatives is fraught with problems of 
its own. There is only a thin line between such critical reappraisals, 
and sweeping claims about endogenous paradigms and new 
centrisms. Too often, the unearthing of autochthonous traditions 
looks more like a symptom of the current global conjuncture—with 
its demand for cultural diversity as marketable goods—and less like 
a response to the theoretical challenges facing us. What is disguised 
as an epistemological position can easily fall prey to agendas linked 
to national identity and to holistic views of human communities.* 
This runs counter to the ecumenical and dialogic inclinations of 
global history as a field. Even as we recognize the legitimacy of 
different life worlds and cosmologies, there are clear advantages in 
remaining able to speak to one another, and to hold on to the idea 
of a general compatibility of human experiences. 


Beyond discourse alone 


It may well be, then, that the concepts of the modern social sciences 
will not be all that easy to replace. The two obvious alternatives— 
rejecting them altogether or indulging in a cultural relativism that 
sees all terminological systems as equally applicable—are neither 
convincing nor satisfactory. If we decide to forego radical counter- 
models we do so because we understand that, to put it somewhat 
simplistically, we cannot turn back the historical clock—even if we 
might like to do so. This is so because the development of our 
conceptual language cannot be severed from the dynamics of the 
historical process. 

The concepts of the modern social sciences now have a long 
global history, and they have deeply affected societies around the 
world. Our conceptual apparatus, in other words, is not a set of 
rhetorical devices that can easily be replaced. It has long influenced 
the way people have engaged with, and cognitively grasped, the 
world. Not least, it has defined the ways in which traditions and 
native categories themselves are apprehended and understood. 
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Social science concepts thus may be “inadequate,” in Dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s apt formulation, but they are also “indispensable” in 
helping us come to terms with the dynamics of the modern world.”° 

A good example of this dialectic of process and terminology is 
the modern concept of religion. In most societies, some form of 
cultic and ritual practice can be traced back many centuries. The 
concept we know as “religion,” however, surfaced only in the early 
decades of the nineteenth century. As a separate sphere of social 
activity, the term presupposes the institution of the state and the 
recognition of a secular realm to which religion is counterpoised. 
This invention of “religion” happened in Euro-America first, and the 
worldwide career of the notion was facilitated by European 
imperialism. At the same time, local elites and newly emerging 
middling classes outside of the West embraced the term and used it 
for their projects to reform social practices at home. As a result, they 
refashioned cultural traditions—such as Buddhism and Hinduism, 
but also Islam and Confucianism—into “religions” and created new 
ones, such as Sikhism and the Baha’i religion. 

The term “religion”’—as opposed to “superstition” on the one 
hand, and to philosophy and science on the other—bequeathed to 
social practices a form of legitimacy and recognition in an age when 
the lack of a religious tradition was easily interpreted as the absence 
of a high culture. On the surface, then, the term resembles a 
particular (i.e., European) perspective that due to European power 
and hegemony was grafted onto other social realities. To call all of 
these practices “religion” thus tended to level the differences 
between them in a way that might tend to mislead. However, the 
new term—most notably in its incarnation as “world religions”— 
was more than a descriptive tool; it had the effect of radically 
changing social practices, and of railroading them into the 
“religions” of the modern age. Accordingly, many of the practices 
now qualified as “religions” began to share certain features, such as 
a centralized bureaucracy and a systematized form of dogma, but 
also the idea that belief was accessible to individuals without the 
mediation of a professional class of clerics. This process, to be sure, 
was never complete, and important differences in the meaning of 
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the term “religion” and in the practices associated with it remain to 
this day. 

On the one hand, then, the concept of religion is a tool that 
historians use to translate between historical cases and to render a 
range of experiences comparable with one another. Such an 
operation has its obvious advantages—without it, we would not be 
able to gauge the similarities and differences between societies, and 
each religious practice could only be analyzed in isolation. It also 
has its costs, for it risks leveling difference so as to diminish the 
richness and fecundity of the past. But on the other hand, the 
concept cannot simply be written off as a scam that distorts reality 
in the interest of a homogenizing point of view. The term itself 
emerged as a response to thorough transformations of the social 
sphere; and it has not only re-labeled social practices, but has also 
helped to change them, sometimes radically. The term and what it 
purports to describe have thus mutually influenced each other. In 
the modern age, one would be hard pressed to find a community of 
belief that did not develop in response to the notion of “religion.”*° 

If concepts cannot be disentangled from historical processes— 
where does this leave us? It certainly does not excuse historians 
from the task of reconstructing the moments in which the modern 
terms emerged and found acceptance around the world, or from 
analyzing the power asymmetries that went into their making. 
Concepts do not owe their global prevalence to an inherent 
universalism; frequently, their hegemony is brought about by 
compulsion and repression, and through the displacement of 
alternatives. As the example of religion has underlined, an attention 
to the history of concepts, and to their leveling effects, thus remains 
crucial. Given the heterogeneity of social practices and the diversity 
of the phenomena associated with them, the attempt to sort them 
into universal concepts can never be fully successful.” We therefore 
need to be open to conceptual innovation, and to the introduction of 
new terminology that draws on non-Western historical experiences. 

At the same time, we should be wary of calls to jettison the tools 
of the social sciences and their universalizing claims altogether. 
There are good reasons to believe that the conceptual arsenal of the 
modern disciplines will continue to do useful analytical work for us. 
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Such a spirit of reflective, self-critical universalism remains a worthy 
and achievable goal for at least four reasons. 

First, and not least, this is a normative choice. Global history as 
practiced today rests on the assumption that unifying frameworks 
and dialogue across societies and cultures is both possible and 
desirable. Universally applicable terms may have their 
shortcomings; but on the whole, their ability to facilitate 
conversation across borders may still outweigh the advantages of a 
more fragmented vocabulary. A place-specific terminology, after all, 
would make it difficult to speak of states, family, knowledge, and so 
forth across borders. 

We see such normative considerations at work in many 
conceptual choices that global historians make. A good example is 
the widespread use of the term “early modernity” as a period 
marker. When John F. Richards introduced this formulation in the 
1990s, his explicit intention was to make India seem less 
“exceptional, unique, exotic,” and less “detached from world 
history.”? Such a gesture, as Dipesh Chakrabarty has reminded us, 
may be “expressive of our collective preference for treating different 
histories equally, for not allowing the West to be the center of the 
world, and so on.” It may look like “we have ‘equal’ histories of the 
past because we would like histories to be equal,” as a result of the 
multi-cultural and cosmopolitan Zeitgeist of our times.?° 

This is a useful reminder of the value judgments that go into our 
seemingly abstract terminology—and, particularly, of the egalitarian 
promises frequently associated with global histories. However, a 
terminology applied to different cases does not necessarily render 
pasts equal. Rather, it provides a common frame within which to 
understand different histories, including their points of deviation. 
Partaking in early modernity, after all, does not make India and 
England the same; it only underlines the large worldwide processes 
of change in which both societies shared. In fact, some of the ways 
in which both societies differed—their complementary roles in the 
textile trade, their roles in empire—were precisely the result of the 
ways in which they interacted. A vocabulary that facilitates the 
commensurability of different pasts, then, does not automatically 
imply homogeneity, or equality. In fact, differences may be 


169 


articulated in very pronounced ways, even as they are expressed in 
an increasingly similar terminology and through a common 
conceptual language. 

Second, many actors around the world have appropriated the 
language of the social sciences for their own purposes, and thus 
“indigenized” it. From the mid-nineteenth century (at the latest) on, 
Euro-America and the “West” was a central (though never the only) 
point of orientation referenced in modernizing strategies of cultural 
and political elites almost worldwide. It is indeed difficult to 
imagine a position entirely exterior to this discourse and not caught 
up in its premises and claims. The universalization of these concepts 
—understood as their increasingly ubiquitous application—has thus 
been the work of many actors in diverse locations.*° 

Third, the formatting of the world through conceptual language 
has had a very real and fundamental effect on the social order itself. 
Concepts are not merely discursive entities that have emanated from 
various traditions; rather, they emerged as responses to structural 
conditions—while at the same time representing, and transforming, 
these structures in particular ways. The introduction of the concept 
of the nation-state, for example, was not only a discursive and legal 
imposition. It also changed the way in which societies organized 
themselves. It is thus no longer possible to simply exchange one set 
of vocabularies for another, and a simple recovery of lost meanings 
and the recuperation of vanished alternatives is a futile endeavor. 

In any event, fourth, just replacing terminology will ultimately 
prove insufficient. Frequently, efforts to move beyond Eurocentrism, 
to generate alternative concepts, and to rehabilitate indigenous 
forms of knowledge remain limited to a critique on the level of 
discourse and representation. However, the production of 
knowledge cannot be separated from the geopolitical conditions that 
engulf it. After all, modern concepts developed in tandem with 
larger structural transformations and forms of global integration. 
These processes have not only left their indelible marks on social 
science concepts, but have also invested them with authority and 
power. The universalization of “Europe” arose not only from an 
admiration of European culture and political systems, but was 
inseparable from the economic and imperial power balance of the 


170 


time. “Without the power of capitalism and all the structural 
innovations that accompanied it in political, social, and cultural 
organization,” writes Arif Dirlik, “Eurocentrism might have been 
just another ethnocentrism.”** 

There is no doubt that the world-making of historians and the 
rhetorical power of the terminology they employ produce a form of 
convergence and, to some extent, render invisible the diversity of 
past experience. In this, moreover, historians—and the humanities 
more generally—are not alone. In our present, the sequencing of 
genetic information, market logic in economics, the colonizing of 
local meaning through big data and “digital humanities” projects, 
the language of environmental threats, and so much else, are all 
engaged in a crowding out of peculiarities and specificities. 

But whatever the discipline, and whatever the language 
employed, the “flattening” of the world that we now ascribe to the 
operations of discourse cannot be separated from the historical 
process itself. Increasing integration—whether initiated by Olmec 
civilizational hegemony in ancient Mexico, Russia’s early-modern 
thrust into Siberia, or the rules and regulations of the International 
Monetary Fund—has always imposed shared vocabularies and 
mediated between social practices across different spaces. In the 
modern era, state building, imperialism, capitalism, and a range of 
developmental projects, to name only a few enterprises, have 
formatted—and in a sense “flattened”—social realities more 
powerfully than historians will ever manage to do. 
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CHAPTER 10 


Global history for whom? The politics of global history 





When history emerged as an academic discipline in the nineteenth 
century, it developed in close relation to the institutions of the 
nation-state. Many historians had a national readership in mind. 
While some deliberately pursued the agenda of creating and shaping 
the nation, others did so inadvertently, merely by granting the 
travails and achievements of their own nation center-stage. Most 
historians wrote in the local language and addressed an audience 
with whom they had much in common, both politically and 
culturally. There was a sense that most, in one way or another, were 
contributing to producing the nation. Similarly, global history, in a 
very basic sense, is about coming to terms with the global past, and 
thus about creating the world for the purposes of the present. These 
purposes are manifold, and they may be conflicting and contested. 
Historians may have in mind a borderless world of liberal 
capitalism, but their reconstructions of the world may also be linked 
to the agendas of environmental movements, indigenous 
communities, and social pressure groups. While historians are 
engaged in their different forms of world-making, it is important to 
reflect on the implications of making a world. If the “world” is the 
subject, who, then, is the “we” that global historians write for? And 
what are the politics of such an approach? 


Global history for whom? 


The most common answer to this question is: Global history is an 
inherently cosmopolitan endeavor. At its core, it is an inclusive 
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project, both geographically and normatively. To begin with, it 
provides a broad account of humanity’s past. At a time when news is 
no longer confined to one’s own society; when tourists roam the 
planet, and migration links labor markets in different parts of the 
world; when we eat food grown in faraway locations and buy goods 
produced elsewhere: in our globalized present, in other words, 
global history is a contribution to making sense of the world in 
which we live. 

To be a historian in the twenty-first century, then, in some 
fundamental sense means to be a global historian. Gone are the days 
when history departments could be content with a focus on one 
nation alone. “Such narrowness is the equivalent of a chemistry 
department committing itself to teaching and researching the 
workings of only one element [...] while ignoring all others.”’ What 
is imperative today is an awareness of different pasts in many 
regions of the globe, and of the interactions and exchanges between 
them. Our present invites historians to design their questions and 
answers within this broader framework, and to engage with other 
narratives, perspectives, and voices. This has long been the 
aspiration of broad-minded historians. “The boundaries which states 
and nations set up in their hostility and egoism have been pierced,” 
Friedrich Schiller declared back in 1789. “All reflective men today 
are joined as citizens of the world.”? 

Herein lies the utopian promise of global history: to turn us into 
citizens of the world. The plausibility of such a promise is based on 
the extent to which the planet has been integrated on various levels 
so that many larger processes can no longer be studied, or 
understood, in isolation. Global ideologies and political movements, 
financial and economic crises, and the expansion of web-based 
communication—it is no longer possible to make sense of these 
things if a study is strictly confined to one place alone. Many of the 
problems that societies face today—from environmental and climate 
issues, working conditions and the functioning of markets, to 
cultural exchange—require an awareness that we all inhabit the 
same earth and share its resources.’ In practice, however, the notion 
that one is a global citizen has remained only a weak factor in the 
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identities of most people, an idea only tenuously rooted in their life- 
worlds. 

The terms “cosmopolitanism” and “citizen” both look back to a 
longer European genealogy. However, the debate about 
cosmopolitanism has now emancipated itself from its exclusive 
concern with Western philosophy, abstract universal reason, and 
normative claims to universality. In recent years, scholars have 
unearthed a multitude of cosmopolitan approaches from a variety of 
locations beyond the West that defy easy classification as either all- 
inclusive or narrow, either assimilationist-universal or parochial. 
Instead, they have explored the many ways in which social groups 
practiced ways of coming to terms with one another, and very 
pragmatically engaged in conversations and forms of cooperation, 
beyond the idealist conceptions of philosophers. Such “cosmopolitan 
thought zones” have emerged where dissimilar groups sought to 
solve problems together, thus bridging (cultural and other) divides 
even when not subscribing to a common universal outlook.‘ 

However, cosmopolitan outlooks are not a vision subscribed to 
by all. Global history as an approach lends itself to a variety of 
competing and contradicting purposes. Some groups employ world 
and global history explicitly as a means to highlight and aggrandize 
their nation. In China, for example, historians have recently revived 
the memory of the transoceanic voyages of Zheng He and other feats 
of past trans-regional engagement in order to stimulate Chinese 
initiative and encourage China’s accession to a leadership position 
in the world. Indeed, the popularity of world history in China is 
quite clearly connected to the country’s status as a global economic 
and political power. In public discourse, globalization is sometimes 
seen almost as a political instrument of the Chinese state. Global 
history is therefore not generally regarded as a methodological 
alternative, but as a context in which the growth of the nation can 
be explained and promoted.° 

The link between global history and more circumscribed 
identities can be observed elsewhere, too. “World-history-as-context 
is not in and of itself inconsistent with claims to national or 
civilizational supremacy, as it may provide an occasion for 
rendering either nation or civilization into the central moment of 
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world history.”° This link does not have to be blatantly ideological, 
either. Strictly speaking, whenever global history is conceived as a 
context that helps to better explain a nation or civilization, it tends 
to reproduce the spatialities it purports to challenge. This is true 
even for accounts that are highly critical of the national past. 

The tension between cosmopolitan and national/civilizational 
perspectives, however, should not be exaggerated. For many 
historians, the nation has long ceased to be the privileged point of 
reference, even when they are not thinking about humanity as a 
whole. Frequently, the imagined community is not the nation, but 
fragments of it, or transnational groups: the working class, women, 
Buddhists, environmental movements. But when historians write 
with such audiences in mind, their readers are often a much 
narrower constituency: essentially their own colleagues. If we 
exempt the few popular works of synthesis and focus on the 
specialist works that use a global perspective, this tendency is even 
more pronounced. In the institutional framework of academic 
research, writing global history is part of a professional 
conversation, and the “we” in question are our fellow historians. 

That said, historians today are nevertheless accountable to a 
larger public, and in most places, this public is now implicated in 
broader global trends more than ever before. Potential readers, 
ranging from students to the educated public, experience their 
quotidian lives as increasingly globalized. For this group, the 
international middle classes that control high concentrations of 
financial, but also social and intellectual capital, transnational and 
global perspectives make a lot of sense. While catering to these 
markets, historians also feel the need to legitimize their use of 
public funds and institutional power. This may lead some to 
emphasize the global dimensions of their work, as it addresses 
pressing issues on a planetary scale. At the same time, it remains 
important to demonstrate that studies on other pasts—e.g., U.S. 
historians who study the trans-Saharan trade or rubber plantations 
in Malaysia—are not exotic and peripheral, but produce work 
crucial to an understanding of the place our societies hold in the 
larger world in which we live. 


175 


Global history as the ideology of globalization? 


Global and other spatial questions are often also normative 
questions. Apart from the tension between nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism, the most pressing concern is to clarify the 
relationship between global history and globalization. There is no 
doubt that the broad appeal of global perspectives corresponds with, 
and is triggered by, the current globalization process. But how 
exactly are the two related? Or, to put it more provocatively: If 
national history emerged in collusion with the nation-building 
project in the nineteenth century, and area studies as a product of 
the Cold War—is twenty-first century global history not essentially a 
handmaiden of twenty-first century globalization? 

As critics have pointed out, it is clear that global history at times 
comes close to constructing a genealogy of the current globalization 
process. The enthusiasm for movement, mobility, and circulation 
can make the ever-closer integration of the world appear a more or 
less natural development, so that globalization begins to look like a 
process taking place behind the backs of and independently of 
historical actors. Rhetorically, the celebration of different forms of 
“flows” is not far removed from the invocation of versatility and 
flexibility in management circles and the market-liberal language of 
globalization. Anthropologist Karen Ho has argued that “the 
language of flows, decenteredness, and immateriality” in social 
science literature has its roots in the elevation of capitalism’s self- 
image to the level of theory.’ Fernando Coronil sees a legitimizing 
discourse at work in the notions of “one world” and the peaceful 
“global village.” For him, such “globalcentrism” is but an ideological 
veil that misrepresents globalization and obscures the fact that it is 
driven by financial capital. Training in global history or global 
studies, then, would nurture expertise in all things global and 
produce students attractive to global corporations. 

Paradoxically, the very rejection of Eurocentric narratives can 
create the impression that there is no alternative to the rise of global 
capitalism, thus in fact taking Eurocentrism to its extreme. Indeed, 
in recent decades, historians in various places have argued against a 
diffusion model, and have instead embarked on a quest for the 
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indigenous origins of capitalism in places such as Egypt, Japan, and 
China. They have emphasized culturally specific resources and a 
variety of paths into the modern world, making the case that global 
modernity has a plurality of roots, which are no longer to be sought 
only in Europe, but outside the West as well. From such a 
perspective, Chinese traditions, for instance, become ingredients for 
a Chinese capitalism. This kind of construction, however, suggests a 
universality that was home-grown and developed naturally. It is part 
of what Immanuel Wallerstein once termed “anti-Eurocentric 
Eurocentrism,” for even as it takes an anti-Eurocentric stance, it may 
cause us to neglect the dominant and oppressive role that 
imperialism and European capitalism played in the forging of a 
global world order in the nineteenth century.’ 

Some recent readings of the global process that emphasize 
cultural diversity thus can easily morph into an ideological prop of 
globalization. They understand difference above all as cultural, as a 
conflict between “Western,” “Chinese,” and “Indian” traditions, 
while largely ignoring socioeconomic inequalities. The concept of 
multiple modernities, for example, is open to appropriation by non- 
Western elites who are competing with other elites for global 
influence, but are less inclined to face up to the demands of their 
own workers for economic inclusion. Such back-projections of 
indigenous modernities frequently present their nations as 
homogenous cultural units and ignore the internal controversies that 
surround issues of modernity within the nation.'° 

This fundamental objection to discourses of globality and 
globalization cannot be simply dismissed—not even if one is 
skeptical about the clear-cut dichotomies of labor and capital and 
the rhetoric of veiling in which they are frequently formulated. 
Global historians therefore must be attentive to the ways in which 
their findings can be used, and to the logics that sneak into their 
own projects inadvertently. They need to be aware of the power 
structures of which they are part, even when they analyze these 
same structures. Essentially, this means that one of the crucial tasks 
of global history is to offer a critical commentary on the ongoing 
globalization process. Global history can offer a reflexive awareness 
and problematize the narratives that interested parties employ to 
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legitimize their political agendas, be it the curtailing of the welfare 
state or the abolition of border controls. There are at least four ways 
in which this can be done. 

First, global history can be used as a methodology that 
challenges the teleology of globalization rhetoric. By situating 
events and processes in concrete (global) contexts, the approach 
offers an important corrective to assumptions of long-term 
continuity and secular change, and to the metaphysics of 
globalization frequently encountered in the economic and social 
science literature.’ Second, historians can remind us that global 
structures are always partly the result of globalizing projects, and 
thus of historical actors pursuing their own interests and agendas. In 
this way, a global history perspective is an antidote to assumptions 
of a naturally evolving process. 

Third, historians will be in a position to assess both the costs and 
benefits of global integration. Connections are not in themselves 
either a good or a bad thing, neither inherently beneficial nor 
detrimental. Slavery, war, empire, epidemic diseases are potential 
high and exacting costs of connectivity. But at the same time, cross- 
border interactions make objects and ideas available and create new 
spaces where individuals and groups can form alliances, demand 
reforms, and think through the complexities of global reality. Much 
will depend on how historians assess the globalization process. A 
variety of actors have associated globalization with expanding 
worldwide inequalities, new modes of exploitation and domination, 
displacement, marginalization, and ecological holocaust. Others 
have praised the process as creating unprecedented forms of 
prosperity, freedom, emancipation, and democracy. Was the Mongol 
empire an engine of trans-border commerce, of cultural interaction, 
and of a general widening of horizons—or did it bring destruction 
and facilitate the spread of the Black Death? To some extent, both 
are true. Certainly there were casualties and victims who suffered 
from new forms of exchange, while others benefited and flourished. 
Conversely, although some have paid a high price for parochialism, 
there are also benefits to salvaging the local and the unconnected, in 
not being subsumed under global structures. We may be critical of 
the specific ways in which markets were made to converge, cultural 
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hegemony was established, and transnational political institutions 
formed or were hampered. But on the whole, it will be difficult to 
argue that connectivity, any more than history itself, bears 
responsibility for the shortcomings. 

Finally, global history as an approach moves us beyond 
internalist explanations. This point may seem rather technical and 
inconsequential. However, it makes it possible to question 
genealogical explanations, which ascribe historical developments— 
such as rise and decline, prosperity and deprivation, openness and 
isolation—directly to the inherent qualities of individual persons, 
societies, and “cultures.” Global history thus challenges the ideology 
that individuals and larger groups are entirely responsible for their 
own happiness or misery. Given the strong tradition of 
methodological individualism in the social sciences, this is an 
important corrective. Global history can shift our attention to the 
hierarchies of power and the geopolitical structures that conditioned 
the way in which the world became integrated, with important 
effects on individuals, groups, and whole societies. 


Who writes the world? Hierarchies of knowledge 


At the turn of the millennium, Dipesh Chakrabarty alerted his fellow 
historians to the “inequality of ignorance” as a pervasive structure 
of global knowledge production. “Third-world historians,” as he put 
it at the time, “feel a need to refer to works in European history; 
historians of Europe do not feel any need to reciprocate.” Historians 
in India, Kenya, or Argentina can only ignore the works of their 
prominent Western colleagues at their peril. Conversely, when 
scholars like Edward Thompson, George Duby, Carlo Ginzburg, and 
Natalie Davis crafted their studies, they were hardly expected to be 
conversant with historiographies outside Euro-America.’? In our 
globalized present, to what extent has this changed? Has global 
history as a paradigm enabled a broader range of voices to 
participate in the scholarly conversation? Where does global history 
writing actually take place? 

We must first admit that well into the twenty-first century, 
global history remains primarily a domain of the industrialized and 
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economically privileged parts of the world. As a perspective, as an 
additional dimension, it is beginning to have some influence 
elsewhere; but it is primarily in the United States and in other 
Anglophone countries, in parts of Western Europe, and in East Asia 
that global history has found anything like a permanent home in the 
university system. Institutional structures are important. The 
different perspectives on global history do not depend solely on 
theoretical debates and on discursive traditions; to a large extent 
they are the outcome of diverging sociologies of knowledge. 

The reasons for this unequal development are manifold. In any 
single country, the appeal of global history depends on a variety of 
internal conditions. In the United States, for example, the rise of 
area studies, controversies over curriculum reform, and the demands 
of a society shaped by immigration all played an important role. As 
a result, the World History Association was founded in 1982, and 
the Journal of World History began publication in 1990. In Britain, 
the tradition of imperial history enabled a broader representation of 
the histories of Asia and Africa than in many other countries. 
Whatever the domestic specificities, however, it is hard to ignore 
that the rise of global history as a paradigm occurred primarily in 
countries that actively participated in, and benefited from, the 
globalization process. In some places—notably the United States and 
China—the resonance of global history is keyed to a broader public 
awareness of the country’s leading role in the world.'° 

Why is global history less prominent elsewhere, and what does 
its lack of popularity imply? To a large degree, different institutional 
conditions help explain the lack of enthusiasm in some quarters. 
One crucial factor is the extent to which academic communities are 
in touch with Anglophone discussions and affected by them. In 
many Arab countries, and to some degree also in countries such as 
France and Italy, contact with English-language debates is often 
minimal, and publication in the national language remains standard. 
Traditionally, many historians in Latin America tend to be 
influenced more by French or Spanish scholarship than by research 
from Britain or North America—a situation vastly different from 
that in places such as Denmark and the Netherlands where global 
history caught on much earlier. 
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Global history is also less attractive in countries where nation- 
building ranks high on the public and intellectual agenda. This is 
the case in many parts of Africa, but also in Eastern Europe in the 
wake of the Cold War. Under such conditions, funding—when at all 
available—tends to be allocated primarily to projects relating to the 
national past.'* And more generally, of course, the issue of funding 
is crucial—and not only for global history agendas. In Africa in 
particular, many universities and academic institutions are in deep 
crisis, so much so that instruction in history itself may be called into 
question. Global history can be a particularly expensive 
undertaking. Journals and research centers, language training, 
international conferences, and the like can flourish only where 
foundations and government organizations are willing to promote, 
and take a risk on, the new approach, and where publishers can 
count on a return on their investments. Their willingness depends 
not least on the extent to which societies can benefit politically and 
economically from the globalization process. As a result, the affluent 
nations in the West and in East Asia are still overrepresented in this 
field—and many of the internationally minded historians from other 
regions now teach at universities in the United States, Great Britain, 
or Singapore. Moreover, in a world of widely accessible online 
instruction (Moocs), the hierarchies created by Google Scholar, and 
the Shanghai Ranking of universities, there are massive incentives 
for an internationalization and globalization of research. The global 
political economy of the academy is a crucial factor in 
understanding the dynamics of agenda setting and the uneven 
landscape of knowledge production. 

The institutional geography of global history is thus highly 
uneven. This does not mean, however, that we do not find trans- 
border perspectives elsewhere. While the history of one’s own 
nation does remain the privileged form almost everywhere, the 
relevance of transnational research agendas has increased markedly 
in many countries since the 1990s, and the demand for alternative 
narratives and spatial visions has also grown. Usually the aim is not 
to abandon national history entirely, but to “transnationalize” it.'° 
The absence of an explicitly global approach should not, therefore, 
be equated with parochialism. 
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In this context, transnational perspectives—studies of oceans and 
regional spaces, such as the Indian Ocean, the South Atlantic, East 
Asia, etc.—have played a crucial role for many historians outside 
the West. Working with such geographies may challenge the priority 
of the nation-state; and it can also be understood politically, as a 
response to the globalization process. It then often serves as a point 
of departure for an alternative narrative that transcends the gradual 
incorporation of the “rest” into the Euro-American world system. 
This is why some historians pay particular attention to 
entanglements outside the West—to contacts between Angola and 
Brazil, migration from Korea to Manchuria, Islamic networks from 
Indonesia to Mauretania. This is also the reason why the focus of 
such studies is often on the time before the nineteenth century, 
before the ascendancy of Western imperial hegemony. 

While a transnational historiography is thus well established, 
outside the Anglophone literature, the term “global” appears much 
less frequently; in some countries, historians explicitly avoid using 
it. This reluctance is linked to a general skepticism about an 
approach that, for all the anti-Eurocentric rhetoric, is perceived by 
some essentially as an imperialist discourse, as a Western 
imposition. According to the discipline’s critics, global historians 
speak of interactions and entanglements, but in fact narrowly focus 
on relations between the West and the “rest.” “Indian intellectuals 
have habituated themselves to the idea of a bi-polar world of India 
and the West,” notes Vinay Lal. “This is the condition of colonized 
people everywhere. The frame is self-evidently furnished by 
European colonialism.”?° 

In some cases, global history comes up against a historiography 
that has very consciously liberated itself from the pattern of 
“indigenous responses to the Western challenge,” a pattern that 
includes studies of, for example, Latin America and the West, Africa 
and imperialism, India and the Raj, China after the Opium Wars. 
Instead, the focus shifts to endogenous dynamics, to an inductive 
history “from below,” in which external influences are present as a 
general context but do not dominate developments. Against the 
background of such scholarship, the call for global narratives can 
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appear as a regression to interpretations that were thought to have 
been left behind. 

The avoidance of the global, then, cannot always be easily 
discredited as mere recidivism. Rather, it is linked to conditions of 
knowledge production both within countries and beyond. To be 
sure, local concerns and historiographic traditions continue to shape 
the way the world is appropriated, or excluded, from national 
narratives. At the same time, “openness” and “resistance” to global 
frameworks only partly explain the appeal of global approaches. 
Their varying attractiveness also needs to be understood as an effect 
of larger geopolitical structures and of the ways in which different 
countries are implicated in the globalization process. 


Geopolitics and language 


Objections to the global history paradigm are particularly powerful 
when they are tied to a critique of the dominance of Anglophone 
scholarship. The issue of language is indeed crucial. The hegemony 
of English as an academic idiom is a fact, even if it has not affected 
the humanities quite as strongly as it has the natural and social 
sciences. In the field of global history it is particularly marked—so 
much so that the field is frequently seen as an American-British 
endeavor. Most global historians today continue to ignore 
scholarship written in other languages and produced outside the 
institutional frame of Western universities—particularly those in the 
United States and Great Britain. As Dominic Sachsenmaier has 
pointed out, such a marginalization of other historiographical 
traditions, even where works are available in translation, stands in 
stark contradiction to the inclusive and post-Eurocentric rhetoric of 
the global history approach. “Until now, hierarchies of knowledge, 
which have emerged over the past one or two centuries, obviously 
remain intact and still channel the range of awareness and academic 
interest in the world.” Sachsenmaier also alerts us to the after-effects 
that the global hegemony of the English language has produced 
outside of the West. “For instance, in China scholars in world and 
global history are usually quite familiar with the recent literature in 
the West but they are typically oblivious to developments in their 
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field in societies such as India, let alone in Latin America, the 
Middle East or sub-Saharan Africa.” '” 

The hegemony of English has the power to marginalize other 
languages and historiographical traditions. Of that there can be no 
doubt. And yet, the emergence of a global lingua franca is not only a 
tool of domination; it also harbors the potential to enable 
conversations across boundaries to an extent not seen in the 
multilingual universe of earlier, more Babylonian centuries. Unlike 
Latin, Persian, Chinese, and other regional idioms, it is no longer 
confined to a particular ecumene but is accessible globally. In 
principle, it facilitates access to scholarship hitherto arcane and 
impenetrable, allows broad participation in debates, and creates 
resonance for voices previously heard only locally. 

The authority vested in English-language scholarship has also 
allowed historians elsewhere to use it strategically, and to criticize 
peculiarities and forms of parochialism in different national 
traditions. For example, historians in Germany, Italy, Korea, and 
China have explicitly distanced themselves from earlier (national) 
traditions of writing about the world, and have instead introduced 
global history by means of translation and methodological 
borrowing—with the explicit aim of transcending earlier traditions, 
such as universal and overseas history. Referring to Anglophone 
debates could thus serve to open up a space for a new intellectual 
agenda and for liberation from older and more parochial (e.g., 
Eurocentric) readings of the world’s past.'® 

What is more, the hegemony of English in this field will never be 
absolute. After all, for global historians, proficiency in many 
languages is a crucial advantage. All technological homogenization 
notwithstanding, there is an indissoluble linguistic heterogeneity to 
the past, and this is true even in periods that now appear 
increasingly global. As Benedict Anderson remarked, nineteenth 
century Filipinos “wrote to Austrians in German, to Japanese in 
English, to each other in French, or Spanish, or Tagalog [...]. Some 
of them knew a bit of Russian, Greek, Italian, Japanese, and 
Chinese. A wire might be sent around the world in minutes, but real 
communication required the true, hard internationalism of the 
polyglot.”'° Whatever the future fortunes of global English, the 
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documents of the past are written in Malay and Persian, in Russian 
and in Telugu. In the long run, the vogue of global history may even 
disadvantage scholars who are not freely conversant with such 
languages, who have not left the comfort zone of their native 
English out of a misplaced trust in its universal power and reach. 
That said, English has emerged as a hegemonic language to an 
extent that no other language has before; frequently, the meaning of 
the term “international” is essentially narrowed to “Anglophone.” 
This of course privileges native English speakers. Those scholars 
who do not speak English as their mother tongue may not be able to 
express themselves as well, write as fluently, or stand their ground 
as effectively as Anglophones in academic conferences. More 
important, the dominance of English language scholarship turns the 
specific customs of Anglo-American universities into broadly 
accepted scholarly norms, with effects on the preferred length of a 
book (which is certainly not the length of a French these d’Etat), on 
how empirical or thesis-driven a dissertation should be, and on the 
kinds of questions and research agendas that are deemed “cutting 
edge.” The asymmetry of linguistic reach thus also profoundly 
impacts the forms and contents of scholarship, and the digital 
circulation of information and research will not alter the situation. 
Online courses may be accessed around the world, but the source 
material that can be used, both for reasons of accessibility and out 
of legal considerations, tends to be English translations. We likely 
face a digital age that will be more Anglophone than any before it. 
The dominance of the English language, and more 
fundamentally, the powerful role of American (and some British) 
institutions are fairly obvious; they are essentially an effect of the 
geopolitical power of the United States. But the terrain of global 
history is also tilted in a way that has received much less attention. 
In this emerging field, there is a clear Asian bias. On one level, this 
bias is institutional: scholars in Japan, Korea, China, and Singapore 
have begun to work on global problematics, and institutional 
support in these countries continues to grow. The Asian Association 
of World Historians, founded in 2008, is a flourishing enterprise. But 
on another level, and more unexpected, Asia is also a privileged 
subject of global history writing. Many current studies focus on 
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events in Asia and on the history of the links that connected Asia to 
Europe and to the New World. In most syntheses and overviews, 
Asia features prominently, frequently at the expense of Latin 
America, Russia, and sub-Saharan Africa. A striking example is John 
Darwin’s impressive Global History of Empire, which mentions not a 
single imperial formation outside of Eurasia.” Discovering Asia is 
really what much of global history seems to be about. 

This Asia, to be sure, is neither the continent, nor a purely 
geographical designation. The focus is less on Afghanistan and Iran 
than it is on Japan and the four Asian “tigers” (Hong Kong, Korea, 
Singapore, and Taiwan); it is less on Malaysia and the Philippines 
than it is on China. In a fundamental sense, global history has been 
triggered by the rise of China, and in particular by the need to come 
to terms with a changing geopolitical situation. In this respect, 
Kenneth Pomeranz’s comparative study of economic development 
and industrialization in England and China is the paradigmatic work 
of the new approach.”! More than all of the methodological debates 
and other intellectual currents in the academy, the rise of Chinese 
capitalism has provoked a rethinking of global hierarchies, both 
politically and epistemologically. For an understanding of the 
trajectories of global history debates, the China challenge is as 
important as the dominance of American institutions and the 
hegemony of the English language. 


Limitations of the “global” 


After having devoted some time to the sociology of global history, 
let us shift gears and conclude this chapter, and this book, by briefly 
looking into the potential drawbacks and intellectual costs of global 
history as an approach. The concept of the global helps us move 
beyond isolated stories and beyond the bilateral structure of 
narratives of influence and transfer, diffusion and borrowing. It is 
part of a methodological revolution that challenges internalism in 
historical analysis. At the same time, the concept of the “global” 
also has its limitations, and its inherent dangers. 

Some of the potential pitfalls of the approach have been touched 
upon in preceding sections. Especially sensitive is the issue of scales 
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as discussed in chapters 6 and 7. Opting for large spatial and 
temporal frameworks may bring to light broader contexts and the 
structural constraints impacting a particular event or situation. At 
the same time, it may occlude the role of actors and their motives 
and choices, thus potentially obfuscating individual responsibility in 
history. The dichotomy of local actors versus global factors is 
certainly misleading, as neither can be neatly disentangled from the 
other. Nevertheless, the privileging of large scales may come at the 
price of downplaying local agency. 

Apart from this problematic, let us consider four additional 
challenges that global historians face. Briefly put, the concept of the 
“global” may lead historians to erase the specific logic of the past, to 
fetishize connectedness, to neglect the issue of power, and to flatten 
historical reality in a quest for unifying frames. All four hazards 
caution us not to overstate global claims. Let us take up these four 
issues in turn. 

First, the concern with globality and globalization has led many 
historians to privilege interactions and transfers, and to treat them 
as ends in themselves. Connectedness then becomes the only 
language that the sources seem to speak, as if this was their deep 
and true meaning; all other possible stories—be they about faith, 
war, political intrigue, intimacy, environmental protection, or 
working habits—are treated as superficial and ephemeral. 
Sometimes, global historians claim an ability to see through the veil 
of all such surface events, so that they can mine the sources for what 
they have to tell us about the state, quality, and logic of 
connectivity. 

If that is what we are after, then such an approach is of course 
appropriate. But a quest of this nature can also be limiting, as it 
effaces the richness and the complex texture of the past. The 
biography of a German migrant to the American Midwest in the 
1840s can tell us something about the political history of 1848, 
about economic conditions in rural Germany, about German 
diaspora communities in Michigan, about relations between 
immigrants and Native Americans, about masculinity and gender 
relations in the family, and much else. To use these stories primarily 
as a means of access to the state of connectedness can end in an 
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impoverishment of historical analysis. “Indeed,” John-Paul A. 
Ghobrial has cautioned us, “we risk finding ourselves in a world 
populated by faceless globetrotters, colourless chameleons and 
invisible boundary crossers, individuals stretched so far out of any 
local, confessional or personal context as to make them little more 
than panes of glass through which to view [...] the connected world 
in which [they] lived.””* If we reduce all historical biographies, 
stories, and events to metaphors of globality, we end up with a one- 
dimensional and shallow image of the past. 

This also means, secondly, that global history needs to move 
beyond the fetishization of mobility, which is so characteristic of 
much recent work in the field. Indeed, in many discussions, mobility 
has become the hallmark, if not the equivalent, of global history. 
The movement of people across borders—as travelers and 
immigrants, as slaves and laborers, as traders and as prisoners of 
war—is one of the key mechanisms that created internationality and 
globality—and also the key means by which they were experienced 
first-hand. This is why much of the relevant literature has 
concentrated on migrants and mobile groups. Such a perspective has 
opened up important new windows on the past; but at the same 
time, the preoccupation with mobility tends to render the past into a 
simple prehistory of globalization. As a result, everyone and 
everything appears to be on the move, everywhere. In reality, such 
an image tells us more about the desires of the present than it does 
about the past. 

The obsession with mobility and movement thus leads to 
exaggerations and distortions. Take the numerous examples of 
global historical surveys in which sections on social change are 
replaced by chapters on migration. Millions of peasants gradually 
disappear from the radar, while the crews of ships receive scholarly 
attention well in excess of their actual numbers. The majority of 
people traveled rarely or not at all, and certainly not for long 
distances or to foreign cultures; existing social, political, and 
economic conditions and the lack of infrastructure in many parts of 
the world made such pervasive mobility quite impossible. Global 
historians would be ill-advised, therefore, to turn non-movers into 
the casualties of their current preoccupation with circulation and 
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fluidity. It is an irony of sorts: Itinerant and nomadic peoples were 
among the victims of the globalization process—and now it is the 
sedentary, those who stay put, who are neglected by historians and 
thus pay the historiographical price. 

One of the unacknowledged effects of this phenomenon is the 
privileged role allotted to elites in some global history texts. Of 
course, there was slavery, coolie labor, and mass migration. But in 
many accounts, key roles are reserved for educated travelers to 
faraway lands, for the sages who were able to report from distant 
realms, for the few who put their global consciousness into words 
and onto paper. In the long run, therefore, global history will 
benefit from a social turn—after all, even those who hardly ever 
moved were affected by larger processes. It is not difficult to foresee 
that historians will eventually begin to turn their attention back, 
more and more, to those who were settled, autochthonous, and less 
privileged; and to those who have remained largely unconnected 
and outside the fold of globalization. Think of the more than 100 
million people belonging to marginalized groups in the mountainous 
regions of Southeast Asia that historians have termed “Zomia.” For 
centuries these groups have avoided integration, steering clear of 
institutions and exploitative relationships controlled by the state. 
Groups such as these—the “refugees of modernity”—are currently 
almost entirely absent from narratives of globalization.”° 

Put more generally, the social science of globalization has 
prioritized mobility and celebrated the flows of goods, people, and 
ideas. Flows, understood as persistent patterns of circulation, have 
emerged as a key metaphor in the literature. They promise to 
undermine fixity, place, and territory, as they proclaim 
globalization’s mantra of “everything solid melts into air.” Flows are 
equated with “de-territorialization,” and in particular with 
overcoming the framework of the nation-state. But while we need to 
study the flows, we also need to be aware of the slumps and 
obstacles. Some of the abhorred processes of territorialization, in 
fact, are not the result of stubbornness or of tears in the tightly knit 
webs of globalization. Instead, they should be seen as responses to 
global integration; the rise of the nation-state, most prominently, 
was a reaction to global pressures in the nineteenth century.”* 
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Usually, both processes went hand in hand. When the Suez Canal 
opened in 1869 and drastically shortened travel time between 
Britain and India, the new waterway also forced camel caravans and 
dhows to stop and to wait, thus disrupting longstanding routes of 
trade and mobility. Acceleration and forms of deceleration thus 
conditioned each other.”° 

This also means that not everything moves and not everyone 
travels—and that, consequently, we will have to supplement the 
rhetoric of flows with a language of frictions, of non-transfers, and 
of inertia. Why did certain forms of knowledge never travel? Why 
were some ideas not passed on—even when the political and 
infrastructural conditions not only allowed, but actually encouraged 
such transfer? Take just one example, the story of the peacock 
flower. Peacock flowers were used as a contraceptive and 
abortifacient in Latin America and the Caribbean. In the eighteenth 
century, slave women acquired knowledge of the medicinal effect of 
the flower and employed it to abort offspring who would otherwise 
be born into slavery. Yet this knowledge remained local, even after 
the close integration of the Caribbean into the capitalist structures 
of the Atlantic economy. Historian of science Londa Schiebinger has 
introduced the concept of “agnotology”—the study of the culturally 
induced forms of non-knowledge—to describe factors, ranging from 
cultural and institutional priorities to individual likes and dislikes, 
that stood in the way of knowledge becoming more broadly 
disseminated.”° 

Third, global history as an approach is not immune to the 
criticism that it neglects issues of power. The concept of the 
“global,” so the claim goes, can conceal the social hierarchies and 
the asymmetries of power that have shaped the modern world. And 
indeed, in some works there is a tendency to see global connections 
not as a project, driven by individuals and groups pursuing interests 
of their own, but as a quasi-natural process. In their celebration of 
connectedness, such accounts use the “global” to conceal, usually 
inadvertently, underlying inequalities of power. 

The results are—or rather can be—stories of self-generated 
flows, of an effortless expansion of commerce, and of free-floating 
movement. In his nostalgic musings about the World of Yesterday, 
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novelist Stefan Zweig gave vivid expression to such a utopia of 
borderless mobility: In the nineteenth century, he writes, “the earth 
belonged to all people. Everyone went wherever he wanted and 
stayed as long as he wished.” To Zweig, there existed no borders 
that were more than “symbolical lines that were transgressed as 
easily as one stepped across the meridian at Greenwich.””’ But his 
experience was hardly representative. The lived experience of 
millions of indentured laborers and Asian coolies working the mines 
and plantations in Southern Africa, in Cuba, and in Hawaii was 
vastly different from that enjoyed by a handful of Austrian novelists 
and English tourists. Zweig’s borderless mobility—“we embarked 
and disembarked without ever asking or being asked”—is a far cry 
from the experience of the masses of people who faced immigration 
procedures, hygienic controls, quarantine stations, nationality acts, 
fingerprinting and document examinations, citizenship laws and 
exclusion acts. 

We can observe similar myopias in other fields. In some recent 
writing, empires appear as the self-evident forms of political rule 
over heterogeneous populations and no longer as based on 
infringements upon individual and group rights. Markets seem to 
converge naturally—even though many of them were opened to 
outside trade only at gunpoint. The spread of religions is portrayed 
as the result of translations and conversations, and less of 
prosecutions and crusades. There is a tendency, in some accounts, to 
de-politicize our understanding of history and to frame the past 
according to a liberal market imaginary.”° 

On the level of theory and method, such an expulsion of politics 
corresponds with the way in which “global history” is sometimes 
touted as an antidote for the perceived exaggerations of postcolonial 
studies on the one hand, and world systems scholarship on the 
other. While both of these approaches are built on a critique of 
power, some of their more recent strains, identifiable in global 
economic history and in the natural-science inclinations of big 
history, have largely eliminated issues of social and political 
hierarchies. It is therefore essential to remind ourselves that cross- 
border interactions and processes of global integration were deeply 
shaped by asymmetries of power and by violence. While 


191 


transnational and global connections are frequently hailed as 
inherently progressive and benevolent, many of them were the work 
of more sinister forces. We may be accustomed to read Jules Verne’s 
journey Around the World in 80 Days as symbolic of an emerging 
global consciousness, but it was World War I that displaced millions 
of people to faraway shores, battlefields, and graveyards, and thus 
created global experiences that left indelible wounds. 


What does “the global” conceal? 


The fourth point of contention explicitly addresses issues of 
normativity and, more specifically, the question of responsibility. In 
overviews in particular, and in studies spanning long periods of 
time, there is a tendency to describe the unfolding of large and 
anonymous processes as if individual humans had no role in them. 
In an effort to explain broader developments, and to arrive at 
interpretations that bridge historical experiences in different 
regions, historians opt for analytical categories that virtually 
exclude human agency. This tendency is particularly apparent in the 
extreme case of big history, but it also extends to accounts of less 
sweeping temporal reach. Is global history a form of history with the 
people left out? 

On one level, this is a matter of narrative style. But is there any 
reason why global overviews should differ from national histories in 
the vividness of their presentation? Just as macro-accounts of the 
history of a nation can be colorful and mindful of the decisive role 
of individual agency, so can global histories, at least in principle. 
Some genres of global history writing indeed privilege individual 
activities to an extent that distracts from the larger conditions under 
which they acted.” On the whole, however, many overviews of the 
history of the world seem to struggle with questions of agency. As a 
result of the need to range across vast spaces and long swaths of 
time, we frequently encounter a vocabulary of necessity and 
inevitability. 

More fundamentally, by locating causality at least partly on a 
global level, global historians may appear to relativize issues of 
responsibility that lie closer to home. This may be the effect of a 
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methodological choice characteristic of the global approach, namely 
the choice to emphasize synchronous factors in space over long-term 
genealogies and internal temporal continuity. A wholesome escape 
from internalist narratives would then be purchased at the cost of 
slighting agency on the ground. If the Holocaust, to take one 
example, can be explained partly by synchronous global forces, then 
this could relativize the guilt of Nazi perpetrators. Such over- 
contextualization—the privileging of global factors over local actors 
—might externalize issues of accountability, and of guilt. It is 
therefore important to remember that global structures are as much 
shaped by human activity as they are responsible for shaping it; 
they are the result of processes of structuration. As such, they help 
define the conditions under which people act, but they do not 
dictate their behavior. Structures frame specific situations and 
render certain developments unlikely. They do not determine 
human agency.°° 

The fifth challenge is in many ways the most fundamental. 
Simply put, it is this: If the term “global” is used to describe both 
the travels of Marco Polo and the workings of the financial crisis in 
2008, is it then not too general? How effective is a term that is 
universally applicable? If we subsume all sorts of trans-border 
exchanges under “global,” how useful is the term as an analytical 
category? 

To be sure, through the ages different parts of the world were 
connected to one another, and zooming in on these connections 
yields valuable insights. However, not all of these links were of the 
same kind. They were enabled, moreover, by very different 
structures—some of them coalescing, and others competing. To lose 
sight of the particular logics of the conditions under which 
interactions took place would result in a loss of historical specificity. 
To render all of them “global” may be accurate on one level, but it 
is as unspecific as replacing individual names with the word 
“person.” We want to know more precisely who initiated the 
Crusades or the storming of the Bastille, and who suffered in the 
Taiping Rebellion; the term “person” would abolish all personalities. 
Equally, it is crucial to understand whether the durability of 
faraway links is guaranteed by an Islamic ecumene, by the Persian 
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language, by the routes of transatlantic steamships, by the chain 
migration of Chinese clans, by the power of the British Empire, or 
by the silent mechanisms of supply and demand. “Global” as a 
standin for everything may blind us to these crucial distinctions. 

The notion of the “global” suggests a continuity that is 
frequently fallacious. Spatially, it translates different forms of 
entanglement into sameness. Temporally, it suggests that earlier 
links were the pre-history of later connections. Was the great 
Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta (1304-1377) simply the precursor of 
today’s tourists on low-cost airlines? Did British colonialism pave 
the way for globalization—for “Anglobalization,” as some historians 
now hold?*! The British Empire certainly established new 
connections—but at the same time, it destroyed old ones, time- 
honored links that no longer served the interest of the London City. 
Colonialism also imposed new borders that inhibited mobility and 
trade. Sri Lanka, for example, was downright “islanded” in the early 
nineteenth century, as the British sought to sever its links to the 
mainland and to Indian Ocean networks by making it into a separate 
territorial unit.*? Whatever the links between earlier and later forms 
of connectivity, then, they are more complicated than the term 
“global” suggests. 

What is at issue is not so much whether large-scale structures 
were literally “global,” that is planetary and reaching into every 
corner of the earth.*? Rather, the problem is terminological: to 
translate a variety of empires (as diverse as the Mongol and the 
British), trade networks (ranging from trans-Saharan caravans to 
current multi-national corporations), discursive hegemonies, and so 
forth into “global structures” can only be achieved by an act of 
conceptual violence. Such an abstraction might help to answer a few 
large-scale questions, but it will prove less appropriate for 
addressing the concerns that most historians, and a reading public, 
have today. Employed in this way, the notion of the “global” 
threatens to level historical reality and, in some ways, to take the 
history out of global history. 

Does this mean we need to abandon the vocabulary of the 
“global” altogether? Certainly not. On the most general level, we 
need it as a catchword that allows us to discuss seemingly different 
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pasts in one frame, and to look into connections that earlier 
paradigms rendered invisible. On a very specific level, it helps us 
address the emergence of truly global structures. And politically, we 
need it as a rallying cry. Global history is not only an approach; it is 
also a slogan that is necessary for reshaping the landscapes of 
knowledge and for revamping institutions of knowledge production. 
It signals that the past was global—and not limited to American, 
Italian, or Chinese history alone. For the purposes of a revolution in 
our paradigms of knowing, and to rescue history from container 
thinking, the concept “global history” will remain indispensable. 

As an analytical device, however, it competes with more specific 
and frequently more accurate terms. In the long run, therefore, the 
heuristic surplus of the notion of “global” is bound to decrease. It is 
safe to predict that the better we understand to what degree various 
regions of the world were interlinked, and the more we recognize 
the ways in which larger structures impact local events, the more 
we will, gradually, liberate ourselves from the rhetoric of the global. 
There is, to be sure, still a long way to go. Historians virtually 
everywhere predominantly focus on their own nation. In many 
countries, institutional settings and public expectations collude to 
keep the national framework firmly in place. Given the close ties of 
the discipline of history to questions of national identity, this is not 
likely to change any time soon. By contrast, the institutionalization 
of global history is a slow business, and to this day remains largely 
stalled in the Anglophone world and in parts of Western Europe and 
East Asia. And even in these regions its reach remains limited.** 

But sometime in the future, once we can take a better 
understanding of global structures and world-wide dynamics for 
granted, the notion of the “global” may recede into the background 
and give way to a renewed emphasis on specificities. Historians will 
resort to new geographies, no longer a priori the nation-state, but 
also not necessarily the whole world. They will follow specific 
interactions and patterns of exchange, rather than taking any one 
scale as their point of departure. The gradual disappearance of the 
rhetoric of the “global” will then, paradoxically, signal the victory of 
global history as a paradigm. 
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